
[image: The cover image for Hidden Treasure by Jessie Burton]



 



 

[image: The half-title page for Hidden Treasure by Jessie Burton]



 



 

For I. and S.,
with all my love



 

 

Praise for

[image: ]



‘A jewel of a book. An exciting and absorbing adventure story full of magic and wonder. A rare feat’

Katya Balen, author of October, October



‘For anybody who believes in love and magic and trying to do the right thing’

Abigail Dean, author of Girl A and Day One



‘Stunning. So finely crafted it’s as if the author found it shaped and complete like a treasure itself’

Hilary McKay, author of The Skylarks’ War



‘Totally transporting and beguiling, Hidden Treasure sweeps you up in its tide and releases you feeling like you’ve discovered treasure’

Stacey Halls, author of The Familiars



‘A glorious, glittering story that shines with magic, friendship and wonder. Unmissable’

Pari Thomson, author of the Greenwild series



 

Books by Jessie Burton



Hidden Treasure

The Restless Girls



And for older readers

The House of Fortune

Medusa

The Confession

The Muse

The Miniaturist



[image: The title page for Hidden Treasure by Jessie Burton]



 



 



 

‘Sweet Thames, run softly, till I end my song.’

Edmund Spenser
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THE RIVER GIRL
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Bo Delafort had just turned twelve when she pulled the moon from the mud of the Thames. She hadn’t been looking for it, and that made all the difference. You don’t find treasure, it finds you – that’s what riverfolk liked to say. All you do is keep your heart open.

It was August, early Saturday morning: lowest tide at Battersea Bridge. The exposed riverbed was gleaming in the sun, surprisingly empty of other people. High up against the cloudless sky, seagulls searched for fish guts. Bo saw a low arrow of geese, and felt the day’s heat on the rise, the river gentle at its edge. The Delaforts had been born by this river, and the Delaforts never left. She loved it down here. It made her feel peaceful and whole. The river was a vein in her body. Her other home.

Bo was a schoolgirl, but she was also a mudlark, sifting the riverbed for things to sell. The instant she had seen the glint in the mud, she’d known it was different. No tip of a sugar spoon, no edge of a threepence coin. The sun was beating through the flimsy boater her mother had insisted she wear, but she felt so cold. A breeze got up from nowhere, blowing her hair in her eyes, and slow waves of water sloshed the stones.

Now! the river suddenly said to her, in a deep and greenish voice, winnowing around the wind. Put your hands in now!

Goosebumps rose on Bo’s arms. She’d never heard the river speak. It felt like a blessing, the sign she’d been needing but hadn’t dared ask for. Older mudlarks along the banks had told her how one mudlark in a lifetime might hear the river – it was so rare and so strange that if it happened to her she might not believe her ears.

Some said it was foolish talk, that the river would never speak to the humans who trod its shores. Why would it? It had business of its own.

But Bo had always believed that beneath its shifting surface a strong power lay in wait, ready to talk. She had always hoped that one day it might let her know its secrets. So when it happened, this August morning by Battersea Bridge – the river’s words surging through her mind, making her heart beat harder – it didn’t feel as strange as perhaps it should.

Bo crouched down, her boots and the hem of her pinafore sinking into the mud. As the river had asked, gently she reached her trembling fingers through the cool of the clay.

The hairs on the back of her neck stood up. She’d touched something – the solid shape of an unknown object. It seemed to want to drag her into its own orbit, and she gasped but didn’t let go, feeling certain that she mustn’t leave this treasure in the dark.

It was stuck fast, but Bo held on, a sense of power beginning to bubble through her fingertips, up her arm, spreading like cold light into her entire body.

Don’t let go! said the river, its deep, green voice flooding her mind once more.

‘What the—?’ Bo managed to utter, as above her head the seagulls fell silent and the geese dipped out of sight. The morning sky turned dark and the city vanished.

A spiralling feeling began in her stomach, and she shut her eyes tight. No one had ever told her the river could do this. It was as if she were vanishing too, and she couldn’t stop. Bo’s body felt weightless, and somehow she was no longer on the foreshore but high above it, the wind in her hair, and she was flying like the flow of the river which was snaking far beneath.

Barely able to catch her breath, her eyes still closed, Bo could see a small room – winter it was, by the ice on the window and the fire in the hearth, full of the scents of herbs and spices.

How’s it winter? Bo wondered. Where have I gone?

Her attention was caught by an old man, standing in front of a table, upon which something was beaming silver and gold.

‘What’s that?’ Bo asked aloud – but the old man did not seem to hear.

‘Will they work?’ a voice said, from a corner out of Bo’s sight. It was a woman’s voice, desperate, insistent.

‘Tell me truly,’ the woman went on. ‘If I put them together, will they work?’

‘Lady, I make no promises,’ the old man replied, his voice tired. ‘I’ve done all I can.’

At these words, the vision began to vanish.

‘No!’ Bo cried, screwing her eyes tighter to keep the room there – but the vision was fading, the crackles of the fire dying to silent ash. The trapped wisps of warm sweet herbs evaporated. Bo heard the rush of the river, and the room disappeared. Once again she felt her stomach spiralling, the flow of the river coursing through her, the wind in her hair.

With a sudden sigh, the riverbed released the object from its mud and into Bo’s hand. She opened her eyes, staggering back. The dark sky was gone. The sun was up in the blue: the wharves and warehouses, the carriages and motor cars were all there on the opposite Chelsea bank, as if they’d never gone away.

It was an August morning again by Battersea Bridge. No winter, no room, no beams of gold and silver. She hadn’t moved.

‘What on earth?’ she whispered.

A deep wave of fatigue washed over her, and she tried to steady herself, gripping the unknown object tight, not daring to look at what was in her hand. The spiralling inside her stopped, but her head was really aching. Her arms and legs tingled with pins and needles. Perhaps it was the vision that had made her feel like this? Or maybe it was just being out so long in the morning sun? Either way, she wanted her mum to put a cold compress on her temples, and her mum felt far away.

‘Who were those people?’ Bo called out to the river, rubbing her arms back to life. ‘What was it on that table?’

But the river was silent. Only the returning gulls mewled to one another, as if laughing at a private joke.

‘Fine,’ Bo said, slowly opening her palm to look at the muddied thing. ‘Guess I’ll start here then.’

Whatever she had seen in that room, this mysterious object surely had something to do with it. Although the river’s clay had kept it perfect, it looked old. Weighty, thicker than any coin, slotting in her palm like it had been made for her to hold. Gently Bo rubbed off all the streaks of mud, and what she saw there nearly stopped her breath.

‘Oh my goodness,’ she murmured. ‘Oh my days!’

The river had given her a jewel: a perfect, miniature full moon.

Covering one side of this extraordinary object were small, creamy-coloured pearls, shimmering as Bo tipped them under the daylight. The edge of the moon was embellished all the way round with tiny, deep-red rubies. Curiously, there was a small hole right in the jewel’s centre, through which Bo could see the skin of her palm.

She turned the moon over. The other side was plain silver, except for some tiny words, engraved in a spiral around the hole in the middle. Bo squinted, smearing the last of the mud away. But try as she might, they were impossible to read. She moved the moon this way and that, but the lines glinted, winked, and hid their truth.

Bo tried to gather her thoughts. She massaged the pain in her temples and inhaled the air around her. There was no scent of thyme, no lingering woodsmoke from a winter fire. Just river smells: the familiar brine and coal and salt. The ground beneath her boots felt firm. But still, it seemed out of a fairytale. The moon was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen.

The wonder of it struck her and she couldn’t help laughing out loud. Had the river ever given a mudlark from Battersea such a gift? It was all her Christmases come at once. She needed to get home to number 4 Gladstone Street, to show this moon to Harry. Bo wanted her brother to be the first to know – today of all days, the day he was going off to the war. It was the blessing Bo had asked for, this treasure which meant that she and her mum would be all right. It meant roast beef for dinner for a whole year, a lifetime’s supply of cocoa, a hundred bags of sherbet lemons. It could, Bo suspected, be worth much more than that.

She bit her lip, excitement bubbling. Rubies and pearls by Battersea Bridge!

But.

Bo hesitated. The river had spoken to her, as it rarely spoke to anyone. It had told her to reach into the mud, and it had given her this most unusual treasure. A gift or a warning – or maybe a clue? There was so much she didn’t understand. Why her? Why this treasure? Why now? If only she could be back in that room again, and hear the woman speak further, to find out more.

One thing was certain. She’d never get back there if she went and sold the moon for a bag of sweets.

‘I’d get a good price for you,’ she mused to the moon. ‘But then I’d never know what happens next.’

Once in a lifetime, the old mudlarks said.

The river had chosen her.

Finding out exactly why the river had given her this moon, and what exactly it was, was worth more to Bo Delafort than a lifetime’s supply of cocoa.

Across the river, she realised that someone was watching her. She gripped the moon tight, unable to tell who it was from such a wide distance – but she could make out the shape of a little kid, standing completely still, watching her through a pair of binoculars. Her first thought was how on earth a mudlark like him could afford a pair of binoculars. Her second thought was to yell at him to watch his manners, but as soon as he realised Bo was watching, he scooted up the embankment, away towards Chelsea.

Being watched – especially by a north shore kid – was unnerving. The kids on both sides of the river had always been rivals, and rumour ran fast along both. Thieves were everywhere. Bo needed to go straight home: today was not a normal day.

Huge stacks of cloud crossed the sun, and the exposed riverbed stopped glistening. In the dull light, Bo saw someone else moving straight towards her, this time along her side of the river. She steeled herself, but as the figure came nearer, she realised he wasn’t even looking at her.

He was a boy in a plain white shirt and dark navy trousers, worn and patched at the knees. Bo thought he was older than her – something about the way he held himself – but he was on the skinny side. Hatless, with dark hair sticking up wildly on his head, his boots looking like he slept in them. His gaze was on the water’s edge, reading the clay, and it looked like he could understand the language of the river.

Come on, girl, she told herself. Have your wits about you.

The boy caught her watching, and he narrowed his eyes, almost as if she had interrupted him. Bo turned her own gaze to the water and slipped the moon into her pinafore pocket. The cloud passed over the sun and the day turned bright again.

Now the boy moved with more intention.

‘Nice day for it,’ he called.

‘For what?’ said Bo.

The boy came a little closer, and stood with a hand on his hip, one boot perched on a small piece of old ship timber. He grinned. ‘Ah, come on. You’re searching for treasure.’

He had a musical way of landing his syllables. Bo scowled. ‘Never mind what I’m doin’. What are you doin’?’ She thought about her brother, Harry, how later this afternoon he would be heading to the war. ‘There’s a war on, you know,’ she said. ‘Ain’t you old enough to be a soldier?’

The boy raised one dark eyebrow. ‘I’m twelve,’ he said.

Bo couldn’t hide her surprise. She felt the pain in her head receding, the tingling in her limbs fading away. His eyes were like dark green stones, containing flecks of gold, lit by the sun reflecting off the water.

‘She’s not giving up much today,’ he said, as if trying to keep the peace.

‘You mean me or the river?’ Bo replied.

The boy threw back his head and laughed an amazing laugh, like sunlight coming through mist. She couldn’t help grinning.

‘Let’s say the river,’ the boy said. ‘You just have to let it give you what it wants.’

So find the other half! came the river’s voice again, swirling deeply inside Bo’s mind.

She froze. ‘What other half?’ she said out loud, without thinking.

The boy looked at her curiously. ‘Are you all right? Only … you seem to be talking to someone else.’

Bo shook her head, as if dislodging the river’s words from her ears. They’d been so clear, she couldn’t believe they hadn’t been spoken aloud.

She blinked at him. ‘I was talkin’ to you. You know the mudlark rule,’ she said, feeling flustered.

‘What’s the mudlark rule?’

‘Don’t tell me you ain’t heard of the mudlark rule! Somethin’ taken, somethin’ given?’

Seemingly from nowhere, Bo felt an overwhelming urge to pull the moon out of her pocket, to show him what the river had given her.

Don’t be ridiculous, she told herself. You don’t know him!

‘Well, I don’t know what you’ve taken,’ the boy said, looking even more puzzled. ‘But why don’t you give me your name?’

‘Bo Delafort,’ she said, before she could think better of it. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

He put his hand out. ‘Billy River.’

‘Billy River?’

He smiled sadly. ‘My mother chose it before she died.’

‘Oh! I’m sorry. About your mum, I mean—’

‘It’s all right,’ he said.

Bo took his hand. The very moment their fingers touched, she felt it: a flow between them, a startling thing, as if they had stepped into a current meant only for the two of them, as if the river were carrying them both along.

Billy’s eyes widened, and Bo knew he felt it too. They stared at each other. His hand was cool. There was clay under Billy’s fingernails and salt in his hair, a scent too strange to ever capture in a bottle.

‘Will you walk with me?’ he asked.

Bo thought of how her family would be waiting for her at number 4 Gladstone Street, and how much she wanted to share her discovery with Harry. But the ache in her head was gone, and she had never met anyone like Billy River, turning up the same day she’d pulled the moon from the clay. The part of her that could hear the river talking knew this boy was important. And more to the point, she was beginning to like him.

Billy was still looking at her, his face a question.

Bo wrinkled her nose. She took her hand away. ‘For a bit then, Billy River,’ she said. ‘Just for a bit.’

They walked along the foreshore, a little apart, skittering over stones, jumping over rock pools. The sun was fully up by now, and the foreshore had come to life. Watermen and lightermen, guiding their vessels upriver, downriver, bank to bank. Saturday holidaymakers, disembarking on the Battersea shore for a weekend amble in the manicured park above. Stevedores, men whose job it was to roll out cargo or drop it off by the factories towards Vauxhall, were calling to each other, and some smaller kids had turned up to lift the stones in search of loose coals. This was everything Bo had ever known. The same as always. Yet the moon was waiting in her pocket, and Billy was beside her: now everything was beginning to feel different.

‘Do you live near here?’ Billy asked.

‘I might.’

‘You’re like a frog on your lily pad.’ He smiled. ‘What did you find?’

‘You askin’ a question like that, you definitely ain’t local.’

‘Correct. I’m from over there,’ Billy said, pointing vaguely across the river, towards the city. ‘I wash pots in the kitchen of Muncaster Hall.’

Bo sniffed. She had never heard of Muncaster Hall, but she wasn’t going to let Billy know that. ‘So what you over here for?’ she said. ‘Heard you lot grow scales.’

Billy let out another laugh, the sound landing in the seat of Bo’s stomach, where it glowed warm and fierce.

‘It’s all the same river, Bo Delafort,’ he said. ‘I’ve no more got scales than you’ve got webbed feet.’

‘But if you ain’t got a mum, who are your people, Billy River?’

A cloud crossed his face. ‘No one.’

‘No dad either? No brothers or sisters? Friends … ?’

Bo trailed off in the face of his silence. She felt her cheeks flare, embarrassed by her own clumsiness.

‘I have the river,’ Billy said. ‘And that’ll do.’

‘My dad died when I was three,’ she said.

Billy frowned. ‘I’m sorry. Do you remember him?’

‘No.’ Bo sighed, puffing out her cheeks. ‘Too young. D’you remember your mum?’

Billy stopped walking and looked out at the river. ‘No,’ he said. His pale face looked suddenly flushed. ‘I was too young as well. All I know is that she died, and I ended up at Muncaster Hall.’

‘What was your mum called?’

‘Isobel.’

‘Isobel’s a pretty name,’ said Bo.

Billy smiled, and began wading out towards an empty waterman’s boat, bobbing in the shallows. ‘It is. Listen, I’d better get back to work.’

‘Wait!’ she said. ‘Are you comin’ back? You never told me if you found anythin’!’

‘Neither did you,’ Billy said, lowering himself into the boat. ‘Did you?’

‘Course.’ Bo again felt the desire to show him the moon battling with her common sense. ‘I found you.’

Billy grinned. ‘Maybe it was the other way round?’

‘Washed up on the shore,’ Bo went on, teasing. ‘Like a bit of old wood.’

‘You’ve got a sharp eye,’ Billy replied, taking up the oars and beginning to row with practised ease towards the middle of the water.

‘I’m known for it,’ Bo called back.

‘So maybe you can help me find what I’m looking for.’

‘What is it?’ she shouted. ‘What are you looking for?’

But the wind on the water got up again, and the clouds above them scudded fast as Billy moved with skill towards the north shore. If he spoke, Bo did not hear him. Soon he was just a small figure, reaching the other side of the river.

Bo pulled the tip of the moon out of her pocket. Even this tiny bit was glinting and shimmering, saturated with the day’s brightness, drinking up the light. The gulls seemed alarmed, crying out to each other. Was another vision coming? Bo wanted it so much. She closed her eyes, longing for the strange sensation of flying above the river with the wind in her hair, to see again that little room, the man and the woman and the crackling fire …

But nothing happened.

She opened her eyes. The boat on the north shore was empty. Billy was gone.
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‘Bow-bell, you’ve done it! We’re gonna be rich! A house in Mayfair, tea at the Ritz – three yachts to Monte Carlo! I’d better go and pack my travelling trunk.’

Eddie Spire, Bo’s best friend, was hopping round the Delaforts’ parlour, hugging himself with delight. The pearl-and-ruby-studded moon was resting between the tea things on a small lace tablecloth. Eddie was right: among their ordinary possessions it was even clearer that this thing had to be worth a fortune.

Compared with the moon’s glittering allure, her mother’s tastes were simple: four little vases on the mantelpiece, blooming with sweet peas from the pots in their tiny backyard. The photograph of Bo’s father, Jack – a rarity for people like them to pay for a photograph, but ever more treasured now that he was gone. A battered Georgian candlestick that Harry had fished from the Thames, which their mother always kept shining, and a neat brass carriage clock, chiming quietly on the hour. Their parlour’s pale yellow wallpaper may have been patterned in diamonds, but this was the extent of the Delafort jewels.

The kind of treasure they usually found was coal and rope, iron and copper, the occasional sugar spoon. Useful treasure, treasure they could sell or take for themselves. As a family, they never had money to spare. Bo’s mother, Naomi, brought in earnings with her sewing skills, a mistress of invisible mending, and Harry was doing a clerking apprenticeship. But this moon could change everything.

Harry swatted Eddie with a dishcloth. ‘You don’t even have a trunk.’

‘Well, we can all buy one now, can’t we?’ laughed Eddie, breathless. ‘I knew Bo would do it one day. Silver sailor! Real treasure!’ He wheezed a little, his cheeks flushed.

‘Try not to hop so much, Eddie,’ said Naomi, batting away the hair around her face that had worked loose from her bun. ‘Your mother would never forgive me if you had an attack on my watch. Have a cup of tea.’

Eddie, who was asthmatic, hurled himself into a chair, and reached for another slice of Naomi’s fruit cake.

‘I’m all right, Mrs D,’ he said. ‘All under control.’

‘Bo sees things other people can’t,’ said Harry. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this in my life.’

‘And you never will again,’ said Eddie, munching on his mouthful. ‘Now we just need to flog it and live like kings.’

‘Or queens,’ said Bo. ‘But I reckon a queen would keep it and wear it.’ She looked at the moon again, hearing the river’s voice echo inside her, recalling the dizziness, the pain in her head, the numbness in her limbs. So find the other half!

The river wanted her to do something more with this jewel than sell it, but now Bo was in the safety and comfort of her mum’s parlour, it all felt like another world. She rubbed her eyes and tried to look sprightly.

‘It’s an absolutely spectacular find, sweetheart,’ said her mother.

‘Always a dreamer, and always smart,’ said Harry.

Bo beamed at him. Harry was her real treasure: a big brother rolled into a dad. Ever since their own had died in an accident at the Vauxhall candle factory, Harry had been looking out for her. Harry was a safe harbour and he never let her down. They went to see the silent pictures together on Alfreda Street. He spent hours testing paper boats with her to race on Battersea lake. He helped with her mathematics homework. Through all the seasons, he played football in the street with Eddie, to keep his lungs strong. He was always, perfectly, Harry.

‘Here,’ she said to him. ‘You hold it.’

Harry lifted the moon into his hands and Bo waited, longing to see her brother’s face as the vision came to him too, as he felt himself flying over the river, into a little room in the corner of his mind, where an old man stood by a crackling fire. She knew if she told her family what she’d seen, they’d think it was just her usual dreamings. It was better for them to see it for themselves.

The silver and pearls reflected on Harry’s face, highlighting the serious angle of his brow, and a dart of pain shot through her. Harry had been conscripted into the army. He’d turned eighteen, and he didn’t want to be a soldier, but now it was the law. He was off to fight, and this last tea was for him. None of them had been further than Greenwich to the east or Putney to the west. Now Harry was to catch a train from Waterloo Station to Southampton, and then a ship to France, ending his journey in a place called Somme.

Harry whistled low as the moon glimmered in his palm. Bo waited for the moon’s power to overtake him, but nothing happened. He didn’t seem to be seeing anything.

‘This is goin’ to set us up for a long time, Bow-bell,’ he said. ‘You’ll get a fine price for it. Well done.’

‘Thanks,’ she murmured, still waiting.

‘You could take it down to Gilbert Farthing on Rollo Street. He does a good trade in silver.’

Harry handed the moon to Eddie, who held it to the light and whooped again. Bo watched carefully: Eddie wasn’t seeing things when he held it either.

‘D’you feel dizzy?’ she asked.

‘Dizzy?’ said Eddie.

‘Like … a swirlin’ in your stomach?’

‘Course not.’ Eddie grinned, staring down at the moon, making no comment on the unreadable inscription on the plain side. ‘Gilbert Farthing had better do good by you, given all them rubies,’ he said. ‘Remember me when you’re a millionaire, all right?’

Just me then, Bo thought.

She was certain once more. She would never take this moon to Gilbert Farthing on Rollo Street. This wasn’t about being a millionaire. The river was letting her into its magic. Her family wouldn’t understand that, but it was true.

Eddie placed the moon on the lace tablecloth, where it hinted at places far beyond this home that had held Bo tight for twelve years. Her mind went to Billy River, turning up the same morning as this jewel, the strange flow between them when she took his hand. I found you.

‘Tea’s ready!’ Their mother poked her head out from the kitchen, a tight smile on her face.

Bo understood the smile. Her mum didn’t want Harry to go any more than she did, but tears wouldn’t help anyone.

‘Bo, love, put your jewel somewhere safe,’ said Naomi. ‘I need you lot to come and bring out the plates.’

Bo placed the moon on the mantelpiece, next to the ticking carriage clock. The second hand moved relentlessly, reminding her that however much she wanted to, she could not keep her brother close.

But there were chicken patties to eat, and crayfish sandwiches, and pigeon pie and apple fritters, and Harry’s favourite of all puddings: chocolate cream. Bo’s mum had spared no time or expense. It was a feast. Eddie, Bo and Harry busied themselves, bringing out the dishes, and until the clock chimed two in the afternoon, they ate and drank and laughed. Bo floated through the conversations as they ebbed and flowed around the old table, its currents so familiar, her circle of joy.
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Bo, Eddie and their mothers joined the huge crowd that lined the streets of Battersea, to see off Harry and the other nine hundred and ninety-nine young men of the new battalion, before the march to Waterloo. From windows and balconies, people cheered. A band at the head of the column of foot soldiers, full of brass instruments and loud drums, played military tunes that jangled Bo’s head. Soldiers on big brown horses loomed above the pavements, the animals’ flanks gleaming with the sweat of the summer afternoon. Someone had even lent their sheepdog as a mascot, to go with the boys to France.

It was a circus, a chaos.

Bo had brought the moon with her, unwilling to leave it unsupervised. It was deep inside her pinafore pocket. She kept reaching in to check it was still there.

‘Godspeed!’ the people cried.

‘God save the King!’ said others.

Suddenly the hairs on the back of her neck lifted, as if someone were watching her. She whipped her head, but the crowd was a sea of faces, none of them looking at her. Something wasn’t right. Nothing had been right since she pulled the moon out of the mud that morning.

As the crowd jostled around them, Eddie tried to give back Harry’s battered old football. ‘For practice,’ he explained, looking up at him and holding the ball out to the older boy. ‘Afraid I’ve got too good for you, Harold.’

Harry laughed, ruffling Eddie’s hair. ‘You keep it, Spire. Beat me when I’m back.’

Eddie clutched the football to his heart, as if it were a golden orb.

Harry bent down and put his hand on Eddie’s shoulder. ‘You look out for Bo, all right?’

Eddie nodded solemnly. Now it was Bo’s turn, and to the last moment possible she clung to Harry – as if, by holding him, he would never have to leave. Her brother already seemed apart, wearing the stuffy, stiff fabric of a soldier’s uniform, which scratched the skin of her cheek.

‘I have to join the others, Bow-bell,’ Harry whispered, placing her down on the ground as if she weighed nothing. He stooped to meet her eye. ‘I ain’t ever told you this. But when you came along it was the best day of my life.’

Bo felt a great pain rising inside her. She wished she could find the words to tell her brother what he meant to her. But tears came instead. Angrily she batted them away.

‘It’s all right,’ Harry said. He gave her another hug and she buried her face in his shoulder. ‘You’re very brave.’

‘I ain’t,’ she whispered.

‘You are.’

Gently Harry pulled away from her and looked into her face. ‘Don’t let that Gilbert Farthing give you a bad price for that jewel. Don’t sell it for anything less than five pounds, Bo. That’s what I reckon. And tell him I’ll be back to check he’s treated you fair.’

Bo swallowed, thinking of the river whispering to her, of the room with the crackling fire. ‘I will,’ she said, feeling guilty, knowing that this moon would never be for sale.

Naomi Delafort was looking at her son as if trying to swallow him with her eyes.

‘We’ll be waiting for you,’ she said. She put her hand on her son’s cheek and held it still.

It was time. Harry moved into the line of soldiers and the march began. The crowd surged. Bo quickly lost sight of her brother, and something snapped inside her. She broke away from the others, desperate to see him again.

‘Bo!’ cried Eddie. ‘Where are you goin’? You can’t—!’ But Bo kept on, slipping between the crowd towards the soldiers.

‘Keep back, girl!’ said a burly-looking man. ‘Or d’you wanna get conscripted too?’

The others around him laughed, and Bo scowled. The line of soldiers was moving in a fast, relentless rhythm, and she skirted the line of shops that ran parallel to the march. She’d run with Harry to Waterloo, if she had to.

What happened next came quicker than Bo was ready for. Someone with an iron grip seized the top of her arm, yanking her into the shadows of an alley.

‘Oi!’ she said, gasping with pain and surprise. ‘What d’you think you’re doin’?’

The man before her was in his late thirties, as tall and broad as a prizefighter, and dressed in a brown suit that her mother would have marvelled at for the fineness of its cut. But despite its quality, Bo noticed it was worn out at the edges. The sky-blue silk tie at his neck was faded, and so was the whiteness of his shirt. His fine moustache was pomaded in place to the last brilliant strand, streaks of silver among the black. And beneath the brim of his bowler hat, piercing her with a stare, was a pair of sinister emerald eyes.

Bo wriggled from his grip and turned to run – she had to follow Harry! – but from out of nowhere, the man swished a shiny black cane, barring her way. Its silver tip rested on the brickwork by her head.

Bo was trapped.

‘I wouldn’t run if I were you,’ he said. ‘You and I must speak.’

He had a voice of nannies and nurseries, taps for hot baths and shopping at Fortnum’s. The voice of a toff.

But a toff who sounded desperate.

Bo was angry. This man had no right wasting her time like this. The sounds of the brass band and the soldiers’ stomping boots were beginning to feel far away. ‘Let me pass,’ she said.

‘It’s simple,’ he replied. ‘Run, and I’ll only find you again. Or someone else will – and they won’t be as agreeable as me.’

‘That’s hard to believe,’ Bo said, scowling. ‘Who are you?’

The man stared down at her, his eyes glittering. ‘I could ask the same of you. Because you have something that belongs to me.’

As the man let his cane drop, Bo caught the initials F.M. engraved upon the top. She stared up at him, defiant, her mouth clamped shut. She had to get away from here, but at the same time, she didn’t fancy her chances against that cane.

‘Your brother’s gone to war, I take it,’ the man went on, inclining his head to the top of the alley. ‘There’ll be less money coming in for your family. Then there’s the price of beef, the mouths to feed—’

‘What’s that to you?’ Bo snapped. She would never catch up with Harry now.

‘New school term coming up too,’ he said. ‘How’s your mother going to pay for new boots?’

Bo thought about how much money her mum would have spent on Harry’s farewell tea, how his departure was going to make things even tighter than they had been. ‘Now listen, mister—’

‘No, you listen. I’ll give you a hundred pounds for what you found this morning by Battersea Bridge.’

Bo froze. ‘What?’

‘That’s a lot of money,’ he went on.

‘I know it is,’ she replied. ‘I ain’t stupid.’

‘All I want,’ he said softly, ‘is that trinket in your pocket.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.’

‘You just said you weren’t stupid.’ The man attempted a thin smile. ‘And I know you have it. Think about what one hundred pounds could do.’

Bo swallowed. A hundred pounds. Forget a lifetime supply of cocoa – you could buy a house with a hundred pounds. It was exactly as Eddie had said – except instead of three yachts to Monte Carlo, she could buy school boots that actually fitted, and her mum wouldn’t look so worried all the time. It was the most money Bo had ever been in reach of in her life. A hundred pounds for the moon. It would be a good ending.

And then she heard it again – the river’s voice, bubbling up inside, the words rushing through her mind like an ancient spring.

In the dark of the day, the Jewels show the way! it whispered. Say no, Bo Delafort. Say no!

This time, Bo knew better than to speak back to the river. She stared up at the toff. He hadn’t seemed to hear a thing.

She put her hand in her pocket and gripped the moon tight – waiting, hoping for the sky to go black, to feel like she was flying. But again, nothing happened. There was something she was missing about how the jewel worked, and she needed to find out what it was.

‘Well?’ said the man impatiently. ‘Surely you agree to my terms?’

‘There’s a lot here that ain’t adding up,’ Bo replied, taking her hand out of her pocket as casually as she could. ‘Because why are you slummin’ it down in Battersea, mister – offerin’ a hundred quid for a trinket?’

He couldn’t mask his surprise. ‘I—’

‘And what kind of man thinks it’s acceptable to trap a kid in an alley?’ she barrelled on. ‘The kind of man, I reckon, who doesn’t want that kid to know his name.’ Bo folded her arms. ‘So I’m also askin’ myself why that might be?’

He seemed to be losing his patience. His emerald eyes narrowed. ‘Just do as I say,’ he hissed.

‘No,’ she hissed back. ‘It ain’t for sale.’

‘Guttersnipe!’ he spat. He sneered, baring his teeth. ‘You don’t know what you’re dealing with. Give me the Eclipsing Moon!’

‘The what?’ Bo said, drawing back her leg and kicking him in the shin with all her might. ‘No!’

The effort unbalanced her and, as she hit the ground, the moon fell from her pocket, rolling down the cobbled alley. For a split second, both of them stared at it, the man with his cane still aloft, his fierce eyes transfixed.

They both lunged to grab it – but Bo was shorter and nimbler and reached it first. She dodged, scrambling towards the light at the top of the alley, her blood singing, her hair flying, knowing she had to get away as fast as she could.

‘Bo?’ cried a voice. ‘What the hell’s goin’ on?’

It was Eddie. His eyes bulged as he saw Bo racing towards him, the looming shadow of the man hot on her heels.

‘Eddie!’ she yelled. ‘No time – we’ve got to run!’


II

TIME BEGINS TO RUN
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Muncaster Hall stood in the oldest part of London. It had first been built as a villa when the Romans had come, and it was on the north shore, just a little to the left of the cathedral of St Paul’s. Made of three crooked storeys and a basement, connected by a staircase that wound up its middle, the house was like a living being, shifting with the mood of its inhabitants. It held its memories tightly, and Billy could feel the walls humming with them. No wonder Dr Frederick Muncaster had turned out to be an historian of ancient history.

Billy knew something was up the moment Muncaster stormed in, slamming the front doors open with tremendous force. These were no ordinary doors: they were sawn from ancient oak, carved with designs of herbs, flowers and the Thames itself, in a flowing, endless movement. Billy had always loved them. They were beautiful, heavy, and kept out the world. But right now they sounded like a pair of gigantic trees falling in a forest.

‘Avery!’ Muncaster shouted. ‘Avery, are you here? I’ve something to tell you! The Jewels of the Eclipse are coming home!’

Watching in the shadows at the top of the basement stairs, a shiver ran down Billy’s spine. The Jewels of the Eclipse. He was sure that somehow, somewhere, he’d heard that phrase before. He desperately racked his brain, trying to remember. But Muncaster was distracting him, bolting the doors, throwing down his cane, tearing the bowler hat off his head, kicking both items into the corner of the wide entrance hall. Pacing the dusty flagstones like a caged animal, the man’s usually pristine hair fell into his face, sticking up at the back like the hide of an angry badger. Billy wondered where on earth he had been. He looked like he’d been in a fight, but with himself.

‘Avery?’ Muncaster bellowed, ignoring Billy, who wasn’t supposed to be on the ground floor.

‘In here, Frederick,’ said a sing-song voice from behind the portrait-room door. ‘I’ve made a pot of tea, just the way you like it!’

Avery was Muncaster’s fiancée of two years. The portrait room – a room Billy never liked being in – was her favourite. It made Billy glad his world was in the basement, because he hated the portrait room. For one thing, it had a bad atmosphere. For another, its dark wooden panels were lined with the faces of Muncaster’s ancestors, dating back hundreds of years. Their fierce, haughty, sorrowful stares always made him feel like he’d done something wrong.

‘More tea?’ Muncaster muttered to himself, bending down to rub his left shin. ‘As if tea matters now!’

He stomped in anyway, and when the door closed, Billy tiptoed silently across the ancient flagstones towards the keyhole. He wanted to understand what had rattled his master so much, even though he shouldn’t be here at all.

The fire in the room was unlit, to save money. The only light came from the many candles, dripping thick tallow down an array of tarnished candlesticks. Beyond the huge window, boat lanterns bobbed back and forth across the river. Muncaster was stalking around, his black shoes making hard raps on the bare floorboards, twisting his hands together behind his back, as if trying to conjure something up that was not there.

Avery Charbonnier was sitting in her armchair beside the empty fireplace. A petite and pale woman in her late twenties, the armchair swamped her. Her thick blonde hair was long, loose and draped over one shoulder. She was wearing a lavender-coloured silk dress with frills on the cuffs and neck, and she had tied a lilac ribbon around her head. Little diamonds twinkled in her ears, and at this very moment she was embroidering a portrait of a fat white kitten. Her sewing bag was at her feet. She was never without it.

Avery never acknowledged Billy. He supposed his existence was immaterial to her – and if he dared to speak to her, she always ignored him. Avery only liked those she considered powerful, and Billy was only Muncaster’s kitchen boy.

This didn’t stop him listening at doors though. From his spying at the keyholes of Muncaster Hall, Billy knew that the courtship of Avery and Dr Muncaster had begun when Avery attended a lecture that Muncaster had given at the British Museum, on Kubaba, the ancient queen of Mesopotamia. Afterwards, Avery had written to compliment him on his cleverness, and the two of them had met in person. The attachment had developed quickly, but the more Billy saw of Avery when she paid her visits to Muncaster Hall, the more he found her simpering and dull. She never seemed to have an opinion of her own. She didn’t mention her family, and Billy had never heard her speak of her life before meeting Muncaster. Avery seemed to agree with everything that Muncaster said, and Muncaster preferred it that way.

Recently, however, Muncaster had stopped giving public lectures and had become more withdrawn, locking himself in his study for longer hours, as if he were working on something secret. It had confused Billy: Muncaster gave those lectures to make money, for there was little of that to be spared. It confused Avery too. But she did not seem disheartened, and still willingly turned up at Muncaster Hall for tea.

But perhaps the secret’s out? Billy wondered, taking in Muncaster’s excitement, the way he was brimming with a frightening energy.

As Avery’s needle darted in and out of the kitten’s face, she raised her grey eyes to Muncaster, watching him wherever he paced.

‘I’ve found it!’ Muncaster declared.

‘Found what, dearest?’

But Muncaster was not paying her attention. ‘And a child’s stolen it!’ he went on, pacing the floorboards. ‘One of my little river spies reported back to me. It was worth paying for those binoculars. And now I’ve seen it with my own eyes. She plucked it from the muddy river at Battersea Bridge. My jewel!’

‘What jewel, Frederick?’

‘And I nearly had it!’ he shouted. ‘Can you imagine, a child outwitting me? Had the cheek to tell me it wasn’t for sale, and then she kicked me in the shin and ran away!’

‘Who kicked you in the shin?’

Muncaster turned to her in irritation. ‘Keep up, Avery – I’m finally on the way to restoring the Muncaster fortune. I’ve found the Eclipsing Moon!’

On the other side of the door, Billy froze. Avery went very still, as if someone had placed a knife at her neck. Then she smiled, sitting back in her armchair to resume her half-finished kitten. ‘How lovely,’ she said, turning her work in the candlelight.

‘You really don’t understand the importance of this, do you?’ Muncaster said. ‘Perhaps if you spent less time embroidering kittens?’

‘I thought you liked me to explore my artistic abilities,’ she replied, widening her rather small eyes. ‘Not that I would ever dare to call it an ability as such. I’m terribly clumsy, really …’ She trailed off, rearranging the lace frills of her left cuff.

Muncaster waved an arm around the room, like a branch moving on a huge tree. ‘Listen to me, Avery. This is an ancient, noble house. These are my ancestors.’

‘Yes, Frederick.’

‘And if you are to be my wife – to be a Muncaster – then you must understand that beside the great line of my people, embroidered kittens are inappropriate.’

A pink flush spread over Avery’s neck. She lowered her lids under the severe glares of the Muncaster portraits. ‘You’re quite correct,’ she said. ‘I didn’t think.’

‘You never do. The Eclipsing Moon has been discovered, and our lives are going to change.’

Avery placed the embroidery on her lap, where it fell off. She bent down and rescued it. Then she clapped her small hands together, a limp popping sound. ‘Tell me everything,’ she said.

Muncaster needed little encouragement. As if he were back in the lecture hall of the British Museum, he resumed his pacing. ‘This is what I know: the Jewels of the Eclipse were made for my family five hundred years ago. There were two jewels: a silver moon, with pearls and rubies, called the Eclipsing Moon. And a sun of gold, edged with emeralds, called the Brightest Sun.’

‘These romantic names!’ breathed Avery. ‘Like something from a fairytale.’

‘Silly stories?’ retorted Muncaster. ‘Nothing so flimsy. They were the most expensive objects this city has ever known. The rubies were discovered in the country we now call India. The emeralds were from a secret cave in the land of Brazil. The pearls were from deep beneath the Caspian Sea, where the midnight oyster opens only once, to give its shining prize. One winter, the precious stones were put together in London by a master goldsmith, who cast them inside discs of gold and silver. My great-great-grandmother always claimed that she’d been told they were inscribed with a family motto, but she’d never known what it was. I would give a lot to know.’

‘But what were they for, my dear?’ Avery gave a tinkling laugh. ‘Surely something so precious couldn’t just be worn like a brooch?’

Muncaster glanced at the portraits lining the walls. ‘It was one idea that perhaps they were commissioned as a present for the King at the time, in order for my family to earn a high position at the palace. Perhaps my ancestors put every last penny they had into getting them made? I don’t know. But I do know that soon after they were made, the Jewels went missing, and my family’s riches were ruined.’

‘The Jewels went missing?’

‘Stolen, of course. What else could it be?’ said Muncaster, his dark green eyes gleaming with furious longing. ‘The Jewels of the Eclipse are the reason I am who I am, Avery.’

‘A great man?’

‘A hunter. When I was younger, I studied every book and every scroll to find my jewels. I travelled to far-flung continents. I paid river spies, mudlarks, traders, antiquaries – anyone who had the slightest bit of information. But there was nothing. I’d almost given up – and then today I saw one of them – in the hand of a guttersnipe! One half of the Jewels of the Eclipse! The Eclipsing Moon!’

‘Found in the riverbed of Battersea! What a slum of a place,’ whispered Avery with a shudder. ‘And does this guttersnipe have a name?’

‘A strange one,’ said Muncaster, stopping to look out of the window towards the south shore. ‘Her accomplice called it out to her. He said her name was Bo.’

On the other side of the door, Billy closed his eyes. For only this morning, he’d heard the river’s voice for the first time in his life.

Find the girl on the south shore!

That’s what he’d heard.

And he’d found Bo.

Bo Delafort, by Battersea Bridge: a girl willing to kick a grown man in the shins. A spiky mudlark who said she’d found nothing on the shore that day but him, but who most likely had been carrying the Eclipsing Moon in the lining of her pocket.

‘Bo?’ tittered Avery. ‘What a silly name! To think she attacked you.’

‘Oh, the poor are always desperate,’ said Muncaster. ‘Because they’ve got nothing to lose. She’ll be easy to deal with. I always get what I want.’

‘Of course,’ murmured Avery, and Billy felt chilled.

‘I’ll get my Eclipsing Moon,’ Muncaster went on. ‘And then I’ll resume the hunt for my Brightest Sun. You could hardly put a price on the Jewels of the Eclipse. But when the time comes, I certainly will.’

Avery’s little eyes widened. ‘You’ll sell them?’

‘All the Muncasters were left with after the Jewels went missing was this draughty house. We never got our high place in the world. But those mean and timid days are over! The money the Jewels will make will be astronomical. You’ll be the richest bride in London! We’ll have power in the city once more. It’s my purpose to make sure of it.’

‘And you will, Frederick. I know you will.’ Avery searched through her embroidery bag for a skein of pink thread. ‘But, dearest,’ she said, threading her needle and beginning upon her kitten’s little nose. ‘Why are they called the Jewels of the Eclipse?’

Muncaster resumed his pacing. ‘My great-great-grandmother always insisted that the Jewels were stolen after a solar eclipse. I suppose that’s how they got the name. She said that her great-grandmother told her there’d been an outbreak of plague shortly before the Jewels vanished. There was chaos at Muncaster Hall, and a thief must have taken advantage. Really, the Jewels have nothing to do with an eclipse. Although –’ Muncaster looked scornful – ‘after they disappeared, there was gossip.’

Avery tipped up her head, her eyes bright. ‘Gossip?’

Muncaster grimaced. ‘Mudlarks, of course. Terrible gossips. After the Jewels were gone, they always said there was more to them than met the eye.’ He snorted. ‘You know what mudlarks are like.’

On the other side of the door, Billy clenched his fists in irritation.

Avery smiled. ‘I can’t say I do.’

‘Oh, always a story. Always some fantastical nonsense. Peasant superstitions. They thought the Jewels had a magical purpose to them. Magical! Ha!’ Muncaster barked. ‘The only magical thing about them was how much money they were worth. My family have always insisted on the highest quality.’

He fell to silence, rubbing the worn cuff of his jacket.

‘What did the mudlarks think happened to the Jewels?’ Avery persisted.

He looked out of the window again. ‘There was a rumour that they were thrown into the Thames. I had the river watched, just in case, but I admit that until today, I never thought it was likely. Because what kind of fool would throw such riches in there?’

Avery laughed her tinkly laugh again. ‘Quite.’

‘But maybe there was some truth, at least. Because it seems that all this time, the river has been holding the Eclipsing Moon.’

Avery laid down her embroidery. ‘How quaint, to think that the Jewels had a magical purpose.’

‘People were stupid back then. Most of them couldn’t even read.’

‘I wonder what they believed they could do?’

‘Oh, it’s too ridiculous,’ Muncaster replied, beginning to laugh. ‘I can barely say it.’

Avery giggled. ‘Go on, tell!’

‘They thought,’ said Muncaster, grinning, ‘that at the moment of an eclipse, if the Jewels were offered to the river, it would open up and offer something in return.’ He slapped his leg, and doubled over. ‘Can you imagine? Of all the beliefs and rituals I’ve studied, that one really takes the biscuit.’

‘Oh my!’ said Avery, tipping her head back and hooting with laughter, as her diamonds winked in the candlelight. ‘And what on earth did they suppose the river would offer?’ she asked, dabbing her eyes delicately with the corner of her embroidery.

Muncaster stood up straight, wiping a tear from his cheek. ‘Oh, that’s the best of it. They thought it would give back –’ he took a deep breath – ‘one beloved soul.’

There was silence.

‘What?’ said Avery.

Muncaster laughed again. ‘That’s what it will offer. One beloved soul, back from the dead. Easy as you like!’
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On the other side of the door, Billy felt as if an ice-cold finger was running down his back. One beloved soul.

Could it be real? The mudlarks thought so.

He thought about the moment he’d touched Bo’s hand, the connection that felt unlike anything he’d known. He’d seen something hiding in her eyes, and now he knew what it was. The river had given Bo the Eclipsing Moon – and what’s more, the river had spoken to her too.

What other half? she’d said out loud.

That’s who she’d been talking to. The river.

Billy rubbed his eyes, trying to gather his thoughts. Now Muncaster was after the moon, and after Bo – and he would do anything to get what he wanted! Billy felt he had to protect them both, at all costs.

He looked once again through the keyhole. Avery was walking past a wall of Muncasters towards a small table, with a teapot and two cups.

‘Come and sit,’ she said. ‘You are a person of infinite strength, Frederick, but I don’t suppose even you can get the Eclipsing Moon tonight. You need to think. Have some camomile tea.’

Surprisingly, Muncaster obeyed her, sitting down heavily in the armchair Avery had vacated. She poured Muncaster a cup of tea, and Billy could see the pot jogging slightly in her hand as it splashed the liquid into the dainty china cup. Avery was gripping the handle of the teapot tight. She heaped in two teaspoons of sugar and stirred, clinking the cup loudly before passing it over. ‘Sweetness for strength,’ she said.

Muncaster took a sip. ‘Very good.’

Avery looked pleased. She knelt down on the floor beside him, folding her hands on the arm of his chair.

‘You have to find the other half, this Brightest Sun, before someone else does,’ she said firmly. ‘How will you do it, dearest?’

Muncaster took another long sip of tea. ‘There is one thing that might help. It might be my only chance.’

‘What is it?’

‘It was a family rumour that, as well as the Eclipsing Moon and the Brightest Sun, there was another piece of the puzzle that would lead us to the Jewels and return our former wealth. A ballad.’

‘A ballad?’ Avery repeated, mystified.

‘I’m sure you know what a ballad is, Avery. Keep up. It’s a song.’

‘Oh,’ she said, her eyes wide.

‘The mudlarks apparently called it the Ballad of the River. It was sung five hundred years ago along the riverbanks, after the Jewels went missing. A dark song, about my family and the Jewels and the river. My great-great-grandmother seemed to think that this ballad, if indeed it had ever existed, was the key to finding where the Jewels had gone. A treasure map made out of singing, if you like.’

‘How wonderful!’ said Avery.

‘She had no proof that it was real. She was born many years later. It was just wishful thinking. But she said the mudlarks had believed the ballad held a different secret, nothing about where to find the Jewels at all.’

‘What secret did they believe the ballad held?’

He rolled his eyes. ‘They thought the ballad would tell you exactly how to ask the river to bring back the one beloved soul.’

‘But who do you think was right – the mudlarks, or Great-Great-Grandma Muncaster?’

Muncaster laughed coldly. ‘For a long time, both of them sounded utterly deluded to me. But as the years passed, I did start to wonder if perhaps that lost ballad might point the way to the Jewels. Not the bringing back of a soul, I don’t believe that. But I’d happily lay my hands on any song that holds even a tiny clue on how to get the Brightest Sun.’

‘Well.’ Avery sighed. ‘If nobody’s been singing it for five hundred years, I suppose it would be hard to find. If indeed, as you say, it ever existed.’

‘Quite,’ said Muncaster. ‘Once, I thought I had it near my grasp, but …’ He trailed off.

‘But?’ prompted Avery.

Muncaster flexed his fingers, opening and closing them into a fist. ‘I was betrayed,’ he said. ‘Cheated out of it. Now it’s lost in the layers of London.’

Avery pursed her lips and shook her head in sympathy, her diamond earrings glittering in the candlelight. ‘Frederick,’ she began. ‘Did you, by any chance … tell that Battersea child that she was in possession of the Eclipsing Moon?’

His cheeks flushed. ‘I might have let that slip.’

‘Oh dear,’ she murmured.

‘The child is completely clueless. She wouldn’t know where to begin. She has none of my academic expertise and she doesn’t know about the existence of the other jewel, or the Ballad of the River. She nearly handed it to me for a hundred pounds!’ He snorted again.

‘What more could one expect of a street rat?’ Avery cooed.

On the other side of the door, Billy tensed up. They had no right to talk about Bo like this.

‘Perhaps,’ Avery continued, ‘it’s not the best idea to approach this child directly again?’

Muncaster scowled, but he could hardly deny that his attempt to snatch the first Jewel of the Eclipse had been a disaster. He rubbed his shin and stared into the unlit fireplace.

‘You can always pay someone else to follow her, and report back,’ she said.

Muncaster grunted. ‘I suppose. But I’ve barely enough money as it is.’ He looked down at his fiancée, where she was still kneeling on the hard wood floor. ‘I’m hardly the eligible man you thought I was.’

‘Nonsense,’ soothed Avery. ‘You’re exactly the man I thought you were. And you will get back what you lost. Let me help you find the Brightest Sun.’

‘No. It’s not a woman’s business. You mustn’t interfere.’

A flicker of something ran across Avery’s mouth, but she smoothed her expression and smiled.

‘Of course not,’ she said, reaching for her embroidery bag and rising to her feet. ‘I’ve already talked too much.’

‘Muddying my thoughts, you know?’

‘I know,’ said Avery. ‘I’m sure you’ll manage it, Frederick. Have some more camomile tea.’
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Eddie was jittery, pulling at the flowery curtain at Bo’s bedroom window to peer down on to Gladstone Street. Bo was upright on her bed, leaning against the wall. It was late at night, long after the scrap in the alley with the toff, and he and Bo were raking over the details.

‘But how’d he know it was you?’ Eddie asked. ‘How’d he know you got that jewel?’

Bo grimaced. ‘There was a little kid on the north shore, watchin’ me through binoculars,’ she admitted.

‘What?’ Eddie turned back to her, looking terrified.

‘He must have seen me pull it out of the mud. And tipped the toff off. Maybe the toff came over here, to try his luck at the parade? He didn’t get lucky though, did he? I’ve still got the moon!’

‘This is bad. This is very, very bad,’ said Eddie. ‘He might know where you live!’

‘We’d see him comin’. He sticks out like a sore thumb.’

‘Well, you didn’t see him the first time, Bow-bell. So how can you predict the movements of a criminal mastermind?’

‘Criminal mastermind?’ she sputtered. ‘He’s just an angry posho. He’s only got two shins, and when I’ve kicked both of ’em I’ll start on his knees.’

‘Fightin’ talk’s all very well,’ muttered Eddie darkly. ‘But it ain’t sensible.’

‘I wonder why he called it the Eclipsing Moon?’ Bo mused, only half listening.

‘Because he’s got too much time on his hands?’

Bo had not told Eddie about the man’s offer of a hundred pounds. She knew he’d be hopping mad she’d turned it down: no Monte Carlo, no tea at the Ritz. Part of Bo did want to share it all with him. Eddie was her best friend in the entire world, and they’d always shared everything. They’d looked out for each other, forever. But this felt different. Eddie couldn’t see the jewel as anything other than something to sell. Maybe she could try to explain that to him.

‘Listen,’ she said, lifting the moon out of her pocket. ‘Somethin’ happened when I touched this for the first time.’

Immediately alert, Eddie frowned. ‘What d’you mean?’

Bo took a deep breath. ‘I saw somethin’.’

‘You saw somethin’?’

Bo felt encouraged. ‘First the sky went dark. Everythin’ went quiet. And then – it was like I was there and not there, all at the same time.’

‘You what?’

‘I was high up, Eddie, lookin’ down at the river – and then I saw a room, and it was winter outside, and there was this old man by a glowin’ table, and he was speakin’ to a woman I couldn’t see. She said, Tell me truly. If I put them together, will they work? And he said he couldn’t make her any promises. Then it all disappeared and my head started to pound …’

Bo broke off. Eddie was making a face.

‘An old man? A glowin’ table? A room in winter, when we’re in the end of August? Bloody hell, Bo. I’d say you didn’t eat enough for breakfast!’

‘The river spoke to me.’

‘And I’m the King of England!’ he hooted.

‘It told me to take the Eclipsing Moon. It chose me—’

‘The river spoke to you.’ He snorted with laughter and it made him cough. Bo didn’t much feel like checking if he was all right.

‘Come on, Bow-bell,’ Eddie said. ‘Smarten up! You did good. It’s a fine piece of metal. And now you need to do what Harry said. Get to Gilbert Farthing and—’

‘No!’ she shouted, and Eddie was taken aback. She thrust the moon in his direction. ‘Hold it,’ she said. ‘Hold it. As you are my best friend in the whole world, you see for yourself. I ain’t lyin’.’

He stared at her. ‘I never said you were lyin’. I said you were hungry. That’s why you got a headache.’

‘Eddie—’

‘All right!’ he said. He took it from her, gripping it in his fingers.

‘Close your eyes,’ Bo commanded, and he did.

There was silence in the room. Bo waited, with bated breath.

Eddie flicked his eyes open. ‘Nothin’,’ he said, handing the moon back to her roughly.

Bo clutched it to herself. ‘You didn’t see the room?’

‘Not a sausage.’ Eddie raised his eyebrows. ‘Bow-bell, this is absolutely mad.’

‘I know what I saw.’

‘Well, I know that if a full-blown toff is tryin’ to get this thing off you, you’re in danger.’

‘But think about why he’s tryin’ to get it off me,’ she said. ‘It’s because there’s somethin’ about it.’

‘Maybe. And that’s why you absolutely, one hundred per cent, have to get rid of it.’

‘What?’

‘It’s bad luck, Bow-bell! You ain’t even had it a day and people like him are comin’ after you for it!’ Eddie twitched the curtain again. His hair was sticking up on end from the number of times he’d raked his fingers through it. ‘He might be out there. Right now.’

‘He might be. But it’s my moon,’ said Bo, shrugging. ‘And I ain’t sellin’ it.’

‘It ain’t your moon,’ he said. ‘You found it, that’s all.’

‘Then finders keepers! The river told me I’ve got to find the other half!’

Eddie stared at her, mystified. ‘What other half? That’s a full moon, right there.’

Bo tutted. Her gaze turned to her beloved map of the world, glued to the wall of her tiny bedroom. Over the years, she and Harry and Eddie had planted pins in all the places they wanted to visit. The pyramids of Egypt. The Orinoco river. The Himalayan mountains. The North Pole. Next to the map, Bo had glued cuttings from newspapers that Harry had given her; articles by archaeologists – mainly men, but a few women too – all lucky so-and-sos, reporting back on beautiful, strange objects and telling their stories to the world.

Her eye travelled back across the map to France. What was Harry doing now? Was he comfortable, or frightened? She pulled the moon out of her pocket, and gripped it tight, wanting to show Eddie that everything she’d said was true. But still, nothing happened.

‘If nothing else, I found it the day Harry left,’ she said. ‘It’s my lucky talisman. I won’t let it go until he comes home safe and sound.’

Eddie looked like he was full of things he wanted to say, but he could only say one. ‘Harry wants you and your mum to have enough money to live on.’

‘Don’t you dare tell my mum what happened today!’

‘As if I would!’ Eddie glanced down at the Eclipsing Moon. It was almost shimmering in Bo’s hand. He shook his head. ‘This ain’t like you, Bow-bell.’

‘And this ain’t like you either,’ she retorted.

Eddie’s normally sunny, open face turned stormy. ‘You should have seen how you looked, runnin’ up that alley. Scared as hell.’

‘I was fine. I’m not some weaklin’. You’re the one with asthma, remember?’

There was a deathly silence.

Bo had gone too far and she knew it. She twisted her hands, wishing she could take it back. Eddie Spire had spent his whole life trying to be as normal as the other kids, and she had never played the asthma card against him. Harry would have been furious with her.

‘Yeah,’ Eddie said quietly. ‘How can I forget? Nearly bust a lung tryin’ to run away from him.’

‘I didn’t mean—’

‘Just lookin’ out for you, Bo. That’s what we do.’

Bo felt sullen, kicking the back of her heel against her mattress.

‘It’s late,’ Eddie said. ‘Mum’s gonna kill me, so I’m goin’.’

He pulled open her bedroom door and headed towards the staircase.

‘Eddie …’ she said. But he was gone.

Through her window, Bo watched him skitter across the road to number 7. Usually Eddie would look up and wave, but tonight he kept his head down.

She lay back on her thin summer sheets and stared at the ceiling, where the small oil lamp by her bed cast a perfect yellow circle. They had never argued like this. It felt terrible, a thorn in her chest.

The truth was, she had been scared in that alley. But she’d been more scared of losing this moon. How was she supposed to find the other half? Could she persuade the moon to give her another vision? And how could she keep the moon safe from that toff?

Bo sat up again, reaching inside the little cupboard beside her bed for her sewing kit. She could sew almost as neatly as her mother, and deep into the late August night, she unpicked the two panels of her pinafore, and positioned the moon in an inside pouch. She sewed it between the panels, invisible stitch after invisible stitch.

She would keep the moon hidden, right by her heart.
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The first week of September brought the new school year. The air was already cooler, and although the evenings were still light, the sky had a thinner quality, the trees slowly beginning to let their leaves drift to the cobbles and pavements of London. Viv Spire had already enforced Eddie’s winter scarf – a thick, woollen number in scarlet, which she always reknitted every year, to avoid moth holes. No cold air was going to whistle through and get her boy.

As Bo waited to file into their classroom, she saw the back of Eddie’s small head resting on the top of the scarf coils, like a pea on a woolly plate.

They hadn’t spoken properly since their argument last week. Passing each other to find their desks, they ignored one another. Bo wanted to break the silence. But she also didn’t want to get rid of the Eclipsing Moon.

There were whispers around the class, and Bo realised their new teacher was already waiting for them at the head of the classroom.

‘Didn’t know we were gettin’ a new one,’ George Timms whispered to her. ‘Thought we still had Mr McKnight.’

Bo shrugged, but she couldn’t help feeling excited. A woman! She looked younger than their mothers. She wore spectacles and she was on the short side, wearing a long skirt and a neat matching jacket in serious dark blue. A pristine white blouse peeked out round her neck in a ruffle, and there was a small garnet brooch at her throat. Her fine, brown hair was tied tightly from each side into a bun at the back of her head. Her mouth was small and thin, her snub nose the same. She had the appearance of a small and elegant pecking bird, on the hunt for crumbs. Behind her spectacles she scanned the room, as if memorising the expression on every child’s face, looking for the truth.

‘Good morning, children. You may sit,’ she said. She sounded fairly well spoken, not from Battersea at any rate. She turned and wrote her name in chalk on the blackboard in neat, flowing letters. ‘I’m Miss Cressant.’

She was brisk, but friendly enough. The children sat, forty chairs scraping together. ‘First, the register,’ she said. ‘So I may learn your names.’

A hand shot up. It was George Timms. It was always George Timms. Bo glanced over at Eddie, so they could both roll their eyes. But Eddie did not turn.

‘Yes?’ said Miss Cressant.

‘Please, Miss. Where’s Mr McKnight?’

Mr McKnight had been very popular. Mr McKnight used to take them to Battersea lake to look for tadpoles. Miss Cressant didn’t seem a tadpole-expedition sort of person.

‘He’s gone to fight in the war,’ Miss Cressant replied. ‘I was told last week that I was to come and fill his position.’

‘But you’re a woman.’ George looked crestfallen.

‘Correct,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘Plenty of women have taken men’s positions over the course of the war, you know. We are more than capable.’ She smiled. ‘Try and look at things from different angles.’

Miss Cressant is right, Bo thought. Eddie’s mum, for example, had taken up a job in the munitions factory in Woolwich. The chemicals might have turned Viv’s hair a strange shade of green, and her skin a tinge of unreal yellow, but Viv loved the factory, the chats and life stories, the fact she got to drive a truck, and the bigger pay packet at the end of the week.

Bo gazed at the teacher. It was a revelation to her that a woman could teach history and chemistry and algebra. She didn’t know how you even went about getting such a place in life, being born a girl. Driving a truck in Woolwich, maybe – but Miss Cressant’s existence felt a long way from Gladstone Street.

‘Keep up, George,’ Charlie Hobbes shouted across the room. ‘The war’s been goin’ on long enough. They’ll be sending you next.’

The class laughed.

‘Quiet, please,’ said Miss Cressant, as she moved alphabetically through the register. Florence Adams, Joseph Barnett, Leonard Birch, Violet Creedy, Charlotte Dalling.

When she got to Charlotte Dalling, there was no answer. George Timms put up his hand.

‘Please, Miss. Lottie Dalling’s brother’s just been killed in France.’

The class went quiet. Bo felt a cold fear pulsing in her stomach. Jack Dalling had been Harry’s friend. He sometimes played football with them in the street. She pressed her hand to her pinafore, and felt the moon’s solidity through the lining. Her good luck charm.

Miss Cressant gripped the back of her chair tightly.

George went on. ‘Her mum can’t get out of bed, my mum said—’

‘Enough—’

‘And she won’t let Lottie leave the house—’

‘That’s enough!’ said Miss Cressant. ‘We are not here to gossip.’

‘But I ain’t gossipin’—’

‘Enough.’

A wave of nausea crept up Bo’s body. She closed her eyes. Her legs felt like water. Harry’s going to be all right, she told herself. Harry’s going to be all right.

‘Bo Delafort?’ said Miss Cressant, for Bo’s name always came after Lottie Dalling’s.

When Bo opened her eyes, Miss Cressant was watching her.

‘Are you Bo?’ she asked.

‘Yes, Miss Cressant.’

‘What an unusual name.’

Giggles erupted around the class, the children desperate to break the sorrow of Lottie’s absence.

Bo wanted to impress this woman, to show Miss Cressant that she was smart – that with a bit of help, she could look at things from different angles too, just like the people in the newspaper cuttings on her bedroom wall.

She spoke up. ‘It’s not my birth name, Miss.’

Behind her spectacles, Miss Cressant looked interested.

‘It’s after Anne Boleyn,’ Bo went on, steeling herself for the usual sneering remark that she was too old for a nickname, and who on earth would want to be named after a queen who lost her head? Bo’s real name was Evelyn, but it had been years since anyone had used it.

‘Go on,’ said Miss Cressant.

‘My brother took me to the Tower of London when he was eleven and I was five,’ Bo said, her cheeks going red. ‘Anne Boleyn liked reading books, just like me. She spoke her mind.’ She could hear her voice trembling. ‘Harry called me Bo, and the nickname stuck.’

There was a light of amused approval in Miss Cressant’s eye that was unmistakeable. ‘Your brother Harry has a good sense of humour.’

Bo felt her heart lift. ‘He does, Miss.’

‘Anne Boleyn was an admirable woman. Very clever. But I think she could have made a better choice of husband. Do you like history?’ Miss Cressant asked.

Bo nodded. ‘Very much.’

‘Good. You’ll find it’s the key to everything. Your name will remind you of that.’ Miss Cressant now turned her attention to the whole room. ‘Anne Boleyn’s greatest tragedy was not King Henry the Eighth. It was the fact that she did not realise she had to hide her ambition.’ She offered the class a bitter smile. ‘Oh, I believe women should always have ambitions, whatever they are. And we should see them come true! But history has taught us that the more successful course for a woman is to hide her talents and desires. Concealment is often the only weapon we have, in order to survive.’

The class stared at her, stunned. No teacher had ever talked to them like this before. Bo wondered what had happened to Miss Cressant, to make her believe such things.



At the end of the school day, as Bo was walking through the school’s gigantic wrought-iron gates, Miss Cressant called to her. Bo had been on her way to try and speak to Eddie, but she couldn’t ignore the authority of a teacher, so she had to watch her best friend walk out of her reach.

‘Yes, Miss?’ she said.

‘Bo, I’m sorry if I embarrassed you earlier over your name.’

Bo didn’t know what to say. No teacher had ever apologised to her before. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mind it.’

‘I was brought up to speak my mind, you see. Then I learned the price I might have to pay for such outspokenness.’

‘What was the price?’

Miss Cressant only smiled. ‘You remind me of myself, when I was your age.’

Bo couldn’t help smiling. ‘I do?’

‘You’re curious. And a lively thinker too,’ Miss Cressant replied. ‘Your story-writing earlier was exceptional. We may have to work a little on the algebra and trigonometry, but there’s time. You could go far.’

Bo nodded, unsure what to say to this. Normally it was Eddie who got the teachers’ approval, with his quicksilver brain, his memory and ability with numbers. There was even talk of Eddie trying for the local grammar, and a scholarship at that. Bo was more of a dreamer. Nobody except Harry had ever praised her imagination before.

Miss Cressant hesitated. ‘Forgive me, Bo, but when George mentioned Lottie’s terrible news, I couldn’t help noticing you seemed to take it particularly badly. Did you know her brother well?’

‘Not that well, Miss. It’s just – he knew my brother. Jack and Harry are – were – the same age, you see.’

Miss Cressant looked sombre. ‘I do see. And is Harry—?’

‘In France, Miss,’ Bo said, feeling her chest growing tight. ‘He went last week. He’s comin’ back.’

‘Of course he is,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘If you ever want to talk about Harry, you just let me know. I understand what it’s like to have someone go away. I had a brother once too.’

‘You … had a brother?’

Miss Cressant looked pale and distant. ‘He’s still my brother. But he died.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Bo whispered.

‘No need for you to apologise. You didn’t kill him.’

Bo swallowed. ‘Were you … close, Miss?’

‘Yes. Even though he was eight years older than me.’ Miss Cressant put her graceful fingers to the garnet of her brooch. ‘And one day, I’ll see him again.’

Bo didn’t know what to say to that. Miss Cressant started rummaging in her satchel.

‘I wonder,’ she murmured, holding out a lovely-looking book, bound in deep blue cloth. ‘It might not be of any interest to you – but perhaps you’d like to read this?’

Bo took it from her. Embossed in gold lettering down the spine was the title, Treasure Island. On the front page, in careful, copperplate handwriting, someone had written: Alice Cressant.

‘Alice,’ Bo said. ‘That’s a nice name.’

‘I think so too,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘It’s a little battered, I’m afraid. Have you read it?’

‘No, Miss.’

‘Then it’s yours, if you’d like.’ Her eyes glittered with merriment. ‘See if you can spot the pirate.’

Bo held the book close to her chest, where it pressed against the Eclipsing Moon. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

It had been a very surprising day.
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‘What’s that you got?’ said Eddie. He was leaning against the wall, further down from the school gates. It was the first full sentence he’d said to Bo for over a week. She tried not to look too pleased – both with Miss Cressant’s gift, and the fact that Eddie had waited for her.

‘D’you want to see it?’ she asked him. ‘Miss Cressant gave it to me.’

Eddie wrinkled his nose. ‘What’s she doin’, givin’ you a book?’

‘She’s a teacher, Edward. That’s what they do. I reckon she had it when she was a girl. Her first name’s Alice.’

Eddie said nothing. They scuffed their shoes along the street. Bo carefully slotted the book into her satchel, beside her sewing kit, which she was carrying with her at all times in case she needed to reinforce the stitches of her pinafore.

‘I liked the brooch she was wearing, with the garnet,’ she went on, chattering into the void of Eddie’s silence. ‘I wonder where it’s from.’ She touched the small dip at her own neck, wondering if she was too young for a garnet brooch. ‘D’you want to come down to the river with me? It’s still light.’

‘Nah. Want my tea.’

Bo stopped walking. ‘Look. Stop with the grumpy treatment. I know you want me to get rid of the moon, Eddie. But I’m keepin’ it.’

Eddie exploded. ‘But why? What for? You could make money from that thing! Money you need. Surely Mrs D says so too? I’m surprised she ain’t gone down to Gilbert Farthing herself. Ain’t she told you at least to lock it up safe?’

‘Mum ain’t a busybody, like some people I know,’ Bo retorted. ‘She trusts I’ll do right by it.’

The truth was, since Harry had gone to the war, Naomi Delafort had become more distracted, lost in her own thoughts.

‘It’s safe, Eddie,’ she went on, feeling the weight of the moon against her skin. ‘Are you scared? Is that it?’

Eddie sniffed. ‘I’m scared of that toff.’

‘But he hasn’t come anywhere near me since the alley.’

‘He might! And then what? You gonna hit him over the head with that book?’

‘You’re bein’ ridiculous. Are you jealous because Miss Cressant likes me?’

He stared at her. ‘No. I’m seein’ this for what it is. You’re losin’ your common sense. And I’ll be the one who has to rescue you when it all goes wrong.’

‘Rescue me? What am I – a damsel in distress?’

But Eddie left her where she was standing, turning back in the direction of their street.



On her way to the river, Bo passed a newsboard that stopped her in her tracks. ECLIPSE COMING! it shouted. ASTRONOMERS PREDICT FULL SOLAR ECLIPSE HIGH ABOVE LONDON – 11th NOVEMBER – A WONDER TO BEHOLD!

In the warm of the early September evening, Bo felt a thrill of excitement. A real eclipse! She wondered what it would feel like to see the sky go dark in the middle of the day. Eddie’s words vanished from her mind, and as she arrived on the riverbank by Battersea Bridge, her thoughts turned instead to her jewel.

The tide was low, and she climbed down to sit on her favourite hunk of old ship timber, which had long been wedged deep into the riverbed. It was covered with algae at the bottom, but was smooth on top. She looked out at the water, green and gold in the afternoon, then took out her sewing scissors and began to unpick her pinafore stitches. She had a theory she wanted to test.

As she was finishing unpicking, she looked up at the north shore and was shocked to see Billy rowing towards her. He was waving, as if it were the most normal thing for a boy from the north shore to be down here in south-west London, turning up just as she was settling in. She supposed he was taking advantage of the river’s calmness to row his boat this far.

Her heart beating harder, Bo slipped the jewel out of her pinafore into her coat pocket. ‘Nick another boat, did you?’ she called.

Billy grinned. Bo remembered with a jolt how green his eyes were, with those strange gold flecks.

‘You know that this is my spot,’ she said.

‘I know.’ He jumped out of the boat and dragged it on to the shore.

‘I came down here for some peace and quiet, actually.’

‘Are you sure there isn’t another reason?’ Billy asked.

‘Don’t be nosy. I’m tired of boys today.’

‘Why are you tired of boys?’

‘I just said don’t be nosy!’

‘I’ll go if you like.’

‘You can stay. It’s all the same river. Ain’t that what you said? It’s hardly private property.’

Billy laughed.

‘There somethin’ you want, Billy River?’ she asked.

Billy ran his fingers through his hair, scuffing his old boots on the rocks beneath them. ‘I was hoping to see you again,’ he admitted.

‘For the pleasure of my company?’ Bo rolled her eyes.

‘Yes,’ he said.

Bo blushed. It was nice knowing that someone, at least, wanted to spend time with her.

‘Actually,’ Billy said, glancing at her. ‘That’s not entirely true.’

She should have known: everyone along the river had a double or treble purpose, at any one time. Silly of her, really, to think otherwise.

‘Go on,’ she said, doing her best to mask her disappointment.

‘I wanted to tell you something.’

‘What?’

Billy took a deep breath. ‘I know you have it.’

‘Have what?’ said Bo, her panic rising.

‘I’m not going to try and take it from you,’ he said quickly. ‘The river gave it to you for a reason. I’m not a thief.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.’

‘You do, Bo. Last week, you found something here—’

‘I’m always findin’ things! I’m a Delafort, we’ve been here longer than—’

‘Did a man come for you?’ he interrupted. ‘A tall man with a dark moustache and a cane?’

Bo felt a mixture of confusion and fury swirling inside her. ‘No!’

‘Well, he’ll come again. He’s Frederick Muncaster and he wants the Eclipsing Moon, Bo. Covered in pearls and rubies!’

Bo jumped to her feet and began to stomp along the shoreline. She thought of the initials carved on the top of the man’s cane, the flash of an F and M. Why had she unstitched that pocket? ‘Who exactly do you think you are, Billy River?’ she shouted. ‘Turnin’ up like this—’

‘Bo Delafort, you’ve got the river on you!’ he called after her.

She whirled round to face him. ‘What did you say?’

‘I felt it on you,’ he said desperately. ‘You hear the river speaking, don’t you?’

She stared at him in amazement. ‘How do you—?’

‘I’ve got the river on me too,’ he said. ‘That’s what we call it, on the north shore. If you’ve got the river on you, you can hear it speaking. Bo, I hear it too.’

Bo couldn’t believe her ears. ‘I was told it was maybe one mudlark, every generation,’ she said.

‘Really?’

‘Yes. And not even that, sometimes. Sometimes, you have to wait longer. And you’re tellin’ me there’s two of us, at the same time?’

Billy smiled. ‘Apparently. Two of us.’

For a moment, they stared into each other’s eyes, each of them searching for an answer. Bo knew he was telling the truth.

‘What does the river say to you?’ she asked.

‘Not much, so far. But it did tell me to look for you.’

Bo gaped at him.

‘A girl on the south shore,’ Billy went on. ‘So I went looking, and I found you. I’m glad I did.’

Bo came slowly back towards him. Shyly she put out her hand. ‘So you did feel it … the last time?’ she whispered.

Billy nodded. He took her hand and held it tight, and immediately it was as if the river were flowing inside her again. Bo laughed, and so did Billy. It was a glorious sensation, like the feeling of flying.

They dropped hands, but kept close. ‘If I tell you somethin’, will you promise to keep it to yourself?’ Bo said. ‘Mudlark promise?’

‘Mudlark promise.’

‘All right.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I do have the moon,’ she said. ‘I found it the day we met.’

Billy’s eyes widened. He looked worried. ‘You’ve got to listen to me. You don’t know what it can do—’

‘The moon’s a good thing! It—’

‘Maybe. But I need to tell you what I know, all right? Please. Stay for a bit.’

Bo nodded. ‘For a bit,’ she said, realising they had been here before.
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Night was falling, and the watermen and lightermen hung lanterns on their vessels. As the temperature dropped, Bo and Billy watched the lights flickering above the ancient river. If you narrowed your eyes, they looked like floating moons and stars.

Bo listened with astonishment to Billy’s story – of his master, Frederick Muncaster, announcing that a girl from Battersea had stolen his Eclipsing Moon. Of Avery and her simpering, with her pots of tea and her kitten embroideries. And of the Eclipsing Moon itself, and the Brightest Sun: jewels made of rubies and emeralds from far-off lands. Jewels made to impress a king, but stolen from the Muncaster family during a plague. Jewels that Muncaster would hunt down, to restore his family’s fortune.

But she heard the rest of the story too. The parts that Muncaster had dismissed: how old mudlarks once believed these jewels had a magical power. How there were rumours of a dark song, the Ballad of the River, five hundred years old, which might show the seekers how to open up the river at the moment of an eclipse. And most astonishing of all: that if they did it right, the river would bring a solitary soul back from the dead.

When Billy had finished, Bo stared at him, silent for a moment. The wind had got up. She jammed her hand into her coat pocket, where the Eclipsing Moon was waiting. Eventually she found her voice.

‘Is – is that what they’re for then?’ she said. ‘The Jewels of the Eclipse? Is that what they do?’

‘I don’t know if it’s true,’ he said. ‘Maybe. Or maybe they were just a present for the King? I don’t think we’ll ever know, unless we have the Ballad of the River, and the Brightest Sun.’

‘Billy,’ she whispered as, deep in her coat pocket, she covered the moon with her fist. ‘Did you know there’s an eclipse on the way?’

‘What?’

‘I just saw a news board – there’s an eclipse comin’. November the eleventh, the astronomers say. Maybe the river knows! Maybe that’s why it gave me the Eclipsing Moon. The Jewels are on the move! Maybe the river does want to offer back a soul?’

‘So … you do believe it’s possible?’ Billy asked her, looking out at the water. ‘That the river will give back a dead beloved?’

Bo let go of the moon in her pocket, and the two of them walked in silence along the water’s edge. ‘The river’s powerful,’ she said. ‘It’ll kill you if you’re not careful. I’m more scared of the river than I’m scared of Frederick Muncaster. We have to respect it. I’ve never doubted that it holds an ancient power. And the river doesn’t make mistakes, Billy. When Muncaster was tryin’ to bribe the moon off me, the river spoke. It said, In the dark of the day, the Jewels show the way!’

‘And a day would only ever be dark during an eclipse,’ Billy mused.

‘Yes, and it told me to find the other half. Maybe it wants me to find the Brightest Sun? And if the river spoke to you too, it wants us to work together.’

‘But why us, d’you think?’ he said.

‘I don’t know. Maybe we’ll understand that when the river’s ready to tell. But I don’t want to stop now, Billy. Do you?’

Billy shook his head.

‘Then I guess we’d better get looking. But there’s an awful lot of riverbed to search.’ She sighed. ‘Eddie wanted me to sell the moon, but I knew I couldn’t. Everythin’ you’ve just told me proves I was right.’

‘Who’s Eddie?’

‘My best friend. I think.’

‘You’re not sure?’

‘We’ve had a fight,’ said Bo reluctantly. ‘He wants me to sell the moon for a tidy sum, and forget everything.’

‘But you can’t.’

‘Never,’ she said. ‘The moment I touched the moon in the clay, it took me somewhere. I think it gave me a vision.’

Billy’s green eyes lit up. ‘Tell me what you saw.’

Bo felt a new happiness surging through her – that she could tell her story, and be sure that Billy would believe her. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘there was an old man, and he was standin’ by a table that was glowin’ silver and gold. There was a woman too – but I couldn’t see her. I think she was in the corner of the room, askin’ him whether they would work, and the man said he couldn’t promise. Then it ended and I felt strange. My arms and legs were tingling, and my head ached.’

‘Have you seen anything since then?’

‘No,’ she said, despondent.

‘This old ballad that Muncaster mentioned,’ Billy said. ‘Whether it’s a treasure map or a set of instructions, it might tell us more. But Avery said it would be hard to find a song nobody had sung for five hundred years.’

‘Avery’s got a point. But, Billy … we’ve got somethin’ they don’t have. Somethin’ that can help us right now.’ Bo reached into her pocket and fetched out the Eclipsing Moon. ‘This is why I came to the river tonight. I want to try somethin’, Billy. We’ve got the first half of the Jewels of the Eclipse! And that’s a start.’

Billy gasped, transfixed by the sight of the jewel.

‘I’ve been hoping it would show me another vision, give me another clue,’ Bo said. ‘But I’ve kept it so nice and clean, you see.’

‘Isn’t that a good thing?’

‘I’m not sure. I was thinking … The first time, I’d pulled it out of the river and it was all covered in clay. But maybe it needs to be in the river to work? It’s worth a try anyway.’

Bo knelt down, and began sloshing mud and water over the pearls and rubies until its pristine surface was covered in clay and silt.

They looked at each other. ‘Let’s do this together,’ Bo said, standing up to face him. ‘I want you to see it too, if it works. Close your eyes, and hold on tight.’

Each of them reached out a trembling hand, placing the tips of their fingers either side of the Eclipsing Moon. Billy took a deep breath and closed his eyes, and as the voices of the watermen called to one another, Bo did the same.
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Exactly as Bo had hoped, the sky around them changed. There was the same strange, vanishing feeling as before, and the swirling in her stomach as the foreshore disappeared. But this time, the Eclipsing Moon carried Bo and Billy somewhere new, from night to day, where everything was drenched in a pearly light.

They were looking at a beautiful garden, heavy with fruit and flowers, beehives and orchards, and the scent of lavender. Summer! Bo thought, feeling the warmth of this hidden day deep inside her bones.

Up ahead, a woman was walking away from them through the trees, her long, dark plait swinging down her back.

Further beyond, a little boy was running towards her. He couldn’t have been older than two or three, and he was dark-haired too. With her arms wide open, the woman bent down to greet him, lifting and spinning him as the child laughed with delight. Bo felt their happiness like the blessing of the sun.

The woman gave the boy a hug, before putting him down on the garden path and ruffling his hair. Their backs were turned, and they talked to each other as they walked away, his little face turned up to hers as she pointed out the flowers.

‘Turn round!’ Bo heard Billy say, but they did not hear him.

The woman pulled a peach from a tree and handed it to the little boy, who took it, beaming. Bo wanted to stay in the garden, where it was warm and safe, and full of love – but already the edges of the scene were beginning to disappear, and she could feel the river pulling them away.

‘Don’t go!’ she heard Billy cry.

The swirling in her stomach was starting again, and they were flying high, back over the body of water, following its path between the London riverbanks.

Suddenly the bright light vanished, and they were once again in the September night, standing beside the river, surrounded by the familiar sounds of joking watermen. The moon lay dropped on the riverbed between their feet.

Bo hunched over. A feeling of exhaustion began to wash through her, stronger than the first time she’d come out of the moon’s powerful vision. Her limbs began to tingle again, and her head started to pound.

‘Are you all right?’ said Billy.

‘I’ll be fine,’ Bo croaked, rubbing her eyes. She took a deep breath, picked the Eclipsing Moon off the riverbed, and straightened up.

‘Bo,’ Billy said. ‘Did you see the garden?’

Bo felt drained, and longed to sleep. But the vision hadn’t made Billy tired or ill. He seemed bright and joyful. ‘Yes. Did you?’

‘Yes! And, Bo – I think that was my mother!’

‘What?’

‘And the little boy … was me.’

Bo stared at him. ‘You?’ Despite her fatigue, she felt excitement rising in her chest. ‘Billy, are you sure?’

He looked serious. ‘I’m sure. I didn’t think I remembered anything about her any more. I knew her name was Isobel. I knew I loved her and I miss her – but when I saw the garden … I knew that it was her. It’s like the Jewel has woken up a memory deep inside me.’

Bo looked out at the dark river, flowing ceaselessly before them. ‘Billy,’ she said, her mind whirring. ‘What if … what if your mum is the reason the river spoke to you?’

Billy was very pale. He didn’t say anything. He was just staring down at the Eclipsing Moon in Bo’s hand.

But Bo saw it clearly now. ‘Maybe this is why the river wanted you and me to find the Jewels, Billy. Why it was talking to you.’

‘Why?’ he said.

Bo took a deep breath. ‘Can’t you see?’ she said gently. ‘It’s offering you the chance to bring your mum back from the dead.’

The air around them went very quiet. Billy raised his head. There was a determination in his eyes that Bo hadn’t seen before, but she recognised it. It was something she possessed herself.

‘Maybe it is,’ he said quietly. ‘Maybe that’s why all this is happening. She left me too early, Bo – and I don’t know why. There was always so much about her I didn’t know. I still don’t! But meeting you, and seeing her in the garden like that – this can’t be a coincidence.’

‘No, it can’t,’ said Bo. ‘Maybe those old mudlarks were right.’

A shiver ran over her body. Behind her, the river whispered, One beloved soul!

‘The river sent you to me, Billy,’ she said. ‘And I’ll make you a promise right now. I believe the river’s power. And I’m goin’ to help you get your mother back.’

‘Really?’ Billy’s face opened in happiness, and he hugged her, and Bo felt the river coursing through him and through her: a secret current, leading them on.

They broke apart, and she looked down at the moon. Her heart almost jumped into her mouth.

‘Billy! The inscription!’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Look! Mud has got into the letters! I thought there was writin’ on it – and now I can finally see!’

Using the lamplight from the river wall, they read the short message inscribed in tiny flowing script on the plain side of the moon. ‘I will not lose,’ Bo read. ‘I will not lose,’ she repeated. ‘I will not lose what?’

Billy scratched his head. ‘Or who?’

Bo rubbed her fingers on the silver, and the mud was cleared. The inscription was gone again.

‘Look, there’s a lot to talk about,’ she said. ‘But it’s really late, and even my mum will be gettin’ worried. Come on!’



Gladstone Street was quiet. People’s curtains were drawn against the dark, with only faint bars of light glowing around the edges of their windows. Bo rubbed her eyes. The light was a little fuzzy to her; the effects of the moon’s vision still had her in its grip. Her hands felt slightly numb, and she wiggled her fingers.

At her garden gate, she turned. ‘This is me,’ she said, suddenly shy of its modest facade, the neat red brickwork, identical to the rest of the street. ‘This is where I live with Mum and Harry.’

‘Harry?’

‘My big brother. He’s gone to the war, but he’s coming back.’

In the shadows, Billy stared down at his feet. ‘Of course.’

Bo couldn’t bear to think about Harry right now. ‘Have you always lived in Muncaster Hall?’ she asked, not wanting to say goodbye.

‘Can’t remember anywhere else,’ said Billy.

‘But surely that means your mum will have been there too?’

‘I don’t know. I can’t remember even that. I could have been left there by her, to work.’

Bo thought about her own home: her family who loved her. How safe she had felt her whole life – knowing her mum and Harry were there, and Eddie and Viv across this street – and the whole street, if she needed them, looking out for her. She knew her story, but Billy couldn’t even remember where he came from.

‘She wouldn’t have left you there without her,’ she said. ‘Look how happy she was to be with you in that garden!’

A tabby cat approached them, but when it saw them, it flattened its ears and bolted.

‘Cats are always doing that to me,’ Billy said. He sounded more curious than annoyed.

‘Oh, that’s Mrs Gardiner’s cat,’ said Bo. ‘He hates everybody.’

Billy smiled. ‘My mum looked younger than I thought she’d be.’ He paused. ‘I think she must have had me when she was very young.’

He put his hands on Bo’s shoulders. He felt like home too.

‘One last thing,’ he said. ‘If you did try to sell the moon, I think Muncaster would know within the hour. He has people watching.’

‘Understood. The moon’s safe with me.’ But she sounded more confident than she felt.

‘Just imagine if we found the Brightest Sun before Muncaster. Before the eclipse.’

Bo nodded. ‘We don’t have long. But we’ll do it, Billy.’

Billy drew away, turning back towards the direction of the river.

‘I believe in you,’ he said. ‘Always.’

Bo felt her heart lift. ‘You do?’

He began to disappear back into the darkness, towards the rushing river.

‘Yes, Bo Delafort,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘I do!’


III

A SUN OF GOLD AND GREEN
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Three days after the vision of the beautiful garden, Bo still felt an echo of tiredness that was hard to shake off. Although her sight wasn’t blurry any more, and her head had finally stopped aching, she did notice that the after-effects had lasted longer than the first vision’s. She worried what this might mean – would it just get harder and harder to tolerate any more visions that she and Billy might receive, the more vivid they became? What would happen to her if it was all too much? But when a small envelope was slipped through the letter box of number 4 Gladstone Street, its handwriting as familiar to her as the beat of her own heart, her fears, for now, dissolved.

She rushed towards it. ‘He’s written, Mum! Come downstairs! Harry’s written!’

Naomi Delafort, who never ran anywhere, practically flew down the stairs, clutching the jacket she’d been mending for Mrs Gardiner. ‘Oh my goodness. Quickly, love, into the parlour! Let’s read it together.’

Her mother dropped the jacket on the floor and took the envelope from her daughter, clutching it almost as if Harry were inside. ‘It’s in pencil,’ she said, surprised. ‘Can’t even give them decent ink.’

‘It’s better than nothin’,’ Bo said. ‘Please open it, Mum. I think I’m goin’ to burst.’



In the front parlour, they read and reread Harry’s letter.

‘Why’s it covered in black lines?’ she asked.

‘It’s been censored,’ said her mother. ‘They cross out locations, or any information the enemy might find useful. In case the letter gets into the wrong hands.’

Harry wrote to them that he was well, and he would love them to write a letter back; the soldiers were allowed to read them with their evening meal. But the letter was so thin! No flesh to its words, no hint of what Harry was actually doing. So while it offered Bo deep relief that Harry was in one piece, it also disappointed her. She felt as if she had been waiting for a juicy steak, and been sent the bones of a fish.

‘I wonder if he’s still in Somme?’ Bo asked. She thought it must be a pretty place, if everyone was rushing over there to defend it. Her mother said nothing. ‘It doesn’t sound like Harry,’ Bo went on, unnerved by her mother’s silence. ‘And he says he’s got some leave soon. So that’s good news.’

Bo imagined telling Harry all the extraordinary things that had happened since he’d left, and how she was going to help Billy get his mother back from the river. All the things she could never put in a letter.

Naomi sighed, and Bo could see the pain in her face.

‘Mum? Are you all right?’

‘Yes,’ said Naomi, smoothing Bo’s hair. ‘Put the letter on the mantelpiece, love, next to the picture of your father. So both of us can see it every day.’



Later that morning, on the way to school, Eddie ran after her up Gladstone Street. Bo pretended not to hear him. ‘I saw the postman,’ he called. ‘Was it a letter from Harry?’

He sounded so hopeful that Bo relented. She turned to face him. ‘Yes.’

‘So? What did Harry say?’

‘Not much. I s’pose he can’t, really. But he’s all right.’

Eddie flushed with relief. ‘Oh, that’s good. That’s good!’

They ended up walking together towards school in a slightly awkward silence. Their mouths were full of words they wanted to speak, but neither of them seemed sure how. But just as they were about to enter Miss Cressant’s classroom, Bo put her hand on Eddie’s narrow arm.

‘I realised somethin’ about the Eclipsing Moon. For it to show you a vision, it has to be covered in water from the river!’

She looked at him expectantly, but Eddie’s expression only darkened, as if a cloud had come to settle on his brows and was threatening rain.

‘And it worked,’ Bo went on, determined. ‘I had another vision.’

‘Bo—’ he began.

‘There was a garden.’

Eddie wrinkled his nose in that way he had. ‘You probably just saw Battersea Park—’

‘It was a garden,’ she said, wanting so much for him to believe her. ‘There was a woman and a little kid, and she gave him a peach—’

‘A peach?’

‘And I was right about finding the other half too. It’s called the Brightest Sun. Together with the Eclipsing Moon, they’re called the Jewels of the Eclipse and—’

‘Bo Delafort,’ said her best friend. ‘These stories all started up when Harry left. Gardens, jewels – it’s nothin’ but a story, and you need to stop.’

‘But it’s true,’ Bo said, feeling a hot anger rising inside.

‘Who told you all this?’ said Eddie.

Mentioning Billy felt like the last roll of her dice. Bo hesitated, taking a deep breath. ‘There’s … a boy.’

‘A boy?’

‘Down by the river. He knows loads. He’s from the north shore—’

‘The north shore?’ said Eddie. ‘Talkin’ to a boy from the north shore? Those kids smell of fish.’

‘Actually I’ve seen him twice, and he doesn’t smell of fish. He’s called Billy River, and we’re on a quest,’ said Bo, gritting her teeth.

‘A quest!’ Eddie started to laugh, which turned into a slight wheezing fit. Bo was past checking he was all right. ‘And what kind of a name is Billy River?’

‘It’s a good name,’ Bo said, her voice getting louder.

‘The Eclipsing Moon this, the Jewels of the Eclipse that – it’s dangerous, Bo! You can’t go around talkin’ to anyone about what’s in your pocket!’

‘Is everything all right out here?’ Miss Cressant popped her head round the classroom door. Behind her spectacles, her grey eyes searched their faces.

‘Yes,’ said Bo quickly.

’No,’ said Eddie, at the same time.

‘Mmm,’ said Miss Cressant. Neither Bo nor Eddie said anything to that. ‘What is it you have in your pocket, Bo, that you mustn’t talk about?’

‘Nothin’,’ said Eddie stonily. ‘Just a sherbet lemon.’

‘You’re arguing over a sherbet lemon?’

‘It’s a game,’ said Eddie.

‘It ain’t a game,’ said Bo.

‘This is all very confusing,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘Which of you am I to believe?’

Believe me, Bo urged Miss Cressant with her eyes. More than anything, she wanted for someone to believe her.

‘Come inside,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘It’s time for the register.’

As Eddie ducked into the classroom, Miss Cressant widened her eyes at Bo, and gave her an amused smile, as if to say, Boys, eh?

It felt to Bo like a door opening.
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Over on the north shore, Billy was asleep on his pallet in the larder, among the pickles and preserves, when he was woken up by the sound of someone in the kitchen beyond.

Cook, leaving for her free day, he thought.

Cook took herself off to see her sister in Kent on Thursdays, so the house would be entirely empty of servants except him. Muncaster always said he didn’t like having staff around, snooping into his business, but really it was because he couldn’t afford to pay them. Prudie, a maid, came in once a week to sweep the floors, dust and change the sheets. But Prudie never talked much to anyone – only a few words to Cook – and she always wanted to get her job done quickly and get out again. Billy couldn’t blame her. Muncaster Hall was like a tomb.

The kitchen always smelt of ancient cooking smoke, embedded in the wood and brick. The huge fireplace had its cauldron hanging over it, but the fire beneath it was unlit. Around the room on a single, continuous shelf, shining plates of pewter were lined up like an army’s store of shields. The huge, scarred trestle table dominated the centre of the kitchen, with equally old benches running along either side of it.

This place never changes, Billy thought.

But as he sniffed the air, he could smell lily of the valley. He put his eye to the crack in the larder door, and sure enough, there was Avery, wearing her long pastel-pink overcoat and clutching her embroidery bag. What was she doing down here in the kitchen?

Avery placed her bag on the table and brought out a pair of large garden clippers. She held them up to the light, as an armourer might check a sword. Satisfied, Avery picked up the wicker basket that was always left by the side of the kitchen door, and headed into the garden.

Billy poked his head out of the larder and watched her progress. Muncaster’s garden was a wilderness of neglect. The grass was four feet high, and weeds sprouted up everywhere, covering the pebbled pathways. The trees had withered or were entirely dead. Someone needed to come and chop them into firewood, but Muncaster was unwilling to pay. As far back as Billy could remember, no one had ever pruned the herb bushes or shrubs, nor fed or tilled the soil. No bees ever visited, because no flowers bloomed. A small fountain in the centre was covered in lichen and bird droppings. Rather like the portrait room, it was a place Billy tried to avoid. It caught cold pockets of wind off the river beyond its crumbling walls, and it seemed to him a garden outside of time.

Avery was heading straight for one particular overgrown bush. She clipped a few leaves and placed them hurriedly into her basket, before heading back inside, where Billy continued to watch her through the crack in the larder door.

She placed her basket on the old trestle table, lit the stove and poured a jug of water into the blackened kettle. As Avery waited for it to boil, she took a seat at the trestle. She looked tired, and the shadows under her eyes were pale purple smudges. Sighing, she reached into her embroidery bag, bringing out the hoop that contained the unfinished white kitten.

Avery took her needle, still threaded from the last time, and then she began to stab ferociously at the helpless animal, gouging ugly holes in the embroidery linen. Her eyes were narrowed, and her mouth was twisted in an expression of fury. She looked as if she were about to cry.

Billy was shocked. What had made her so upset? It must be difficult at times, being Muncaster’s fiancée, he supposed. Still, surely nobody was making her do it?

The kettle began to whistle and Avery jumped. Quickly she hid the embroidery hoop back in her bag. From the sideboard, she fetched the teapot, teacup and sugar pot. Into the teapot, she carefully added the leaves she had snipped in the garden. Then she poured the boiling water and dropped in four heaped teaspoons of sugar.

‘Frederick?’ she called, in her sing-song voice. ‘Are you awake? Would you like some breakfast? Cook left it in the oven: kippers, toast and scrambled egg! And I’ve made tea.’



Upstairs on the ground floor, the dining room was a large, spare and draughty space, with lime-washed brickwork and tattered tapestries, not remotely modernised. From the hallway, Billy watched as Avery dropped Muncaster’s breakfast plate before him with a clang that made him wince. She sat down at the other end of the long table and gave him an adoring look. This Avery was transformed from the Avery that Billy had witnessed in the basement – such smiles now, such care.

‘Have you had any report of the Battersea child?’ she asked Muncaster.

‘Nothing of note,’ said Muncaster. ‘I’ve a fellow keeping a check on her. She’s going to school every day, and occasionally to the river. But she does that alone. Crucially, she has met no broker or trader in regards to selling the moon.’

Billy tensed. Muncaster was spying on Bo. She was not safe, and it was pure luck no one had noticed Billy talking to her on the riverbank! He’d have to be more careful. If it got back to Muncaster that his pot boy was talking to her …

‘Well, that’s good, isn’t it?’ said Avery.

Muncaster grunted. ‘She can’t go around in possession of that moon.’ He glowered.

‘Have you found out anything about the Ballad of the River, dearest?’

‘All these questions, Avery! I’ve already told you it’s not something you will understand.’

Avery cast her eyes to her plate of crumbs. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘If it’s important to you, it’s important to me, that’s all.’

Muncaster clanged down his knife and fork on the plate, wincing suddenly. ‘Unf,’ he said.

Avery looked alarmed. She rose to her feet and rushed towards him, almost tripping over a loose floorboard. ‘Are you quite well? Was it something I said?’

He batted the air with his hand. ‘I’m fine.’

Avery placed her hand on his forehead. ‘You’re hot! Shall I fetch a doctor?’

‘I am a doctor.’

‘Of archaeology, dearest.’

‘I know when I’m ill. And I am not ill right now. Stop fussing.’

Reluctantly Avery scuttled away, resuming her seat at the far end of the table. She looks like a playing piece in a game, Billy thought. A pawn that has strayed from the others, or been knocked away, now lost from the chessboard.

‘What are you going to do today?’ Muncaster asked irritably.

Billy saw Avery hesitate. He thought, fleetingly, of the stabbed embroidery.

‘Oh,’ she said, brightly. ‘I’m seeing an old school friend who’s visiting London. We’ll take a walk in the park. And Selfridges might have some of the new threads I’ve been wanting to buy—’

‘Then we shall both be occupied,’ said Muncaster, leaning back in his chair, only half listening. He cleared his throat. ‘Avery, I know I’m not always the easiest companion.’

‘Oh, no, far from it—’

‘No – let me say this. I know there is a certain type of life you wish to lead.’

‘I do?’

‘Of course.’ He held up his cup. ‘Tea parties, and winter balls and summer fetes. Fine dresses and furs! But once I sell the Jewels of the Eclipse, then you and I will marry, and I will give you that kind of life.’

There was a pause. Billy could almost see the air between them warping and wobbling with emotion.

‘Oh, Frederick,’ Avery said. ‘You never need doubt my belief that we will receive the rewards we deserve.’

‘I’m a lucky man,’ he said.

‘I am the lucky one. It was the best day of my life when I met you.’

Billy made a face. He preferred it when Muncaster was blustering and Avery was stabbing kitten embroideries. He slunk away to the basement to tidy up the breakfast pans, before either one of them saw him.
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For two weeks, Bo and Eddie managed to get through their lessons studiously ignoring one another. At the last school bell, Eddie always made sure he was one of the first out of the classroom, and Bo made sure she lingered.

She had begun to wonder if she might confide in Miss Cressant, who, out of all the people Bo knew, seemed the most likely to have ideas about how to find an old ballad. But telling her would mean sharing her and Billy’s secret, and that was a huge risk. So instead, she tried hunting the Ballad of the River alone. She began with a trip to the public library on Lavender Hill, where she wandered among the spines of the hefty leather reference books, some of which felt like they weighed as much as she did.

B for ballad! she thought, still furious with Eddie for not believing her, for leaving her to do all of this on her own.

But to Bo’s great disappointment, there was nothing to be found at Lavender Hill library. When she asked the librarian about river songs, the old lady told her that if she wanted to hear music, then she was in the wrong place.

‘A library is a scholarly temple, not a rowdy music hall!’ she cried, as Bo skittered down the steps.

The next thing Bo tried was her own school library – although if the bigger public one didn’t have anything, she barely held out hope for the shelves of Gladstone Primary School. For a few afternoons, after lessons were over, she would walk up the long stone staircase to the top of the building, pushing open the heavy library door.

It was hopeless. The only things she could find were books on algebra, or dusty Latin primers – and most times, she just ended up sitting on the floor reading Treasure Island. She was really enjoying the tale of the boy Jim Hawkins, seeking pirate gold, buried far from England.

But one afternoon, when she was lost in the world of this novel, a soft voice said: ‘No home to go to, Bo?’

Bo looked up with a jump. It was Miss Cressant, smiling down, her arms folded.

‘Miss Cressant! I was just … You see—’

‘Bo, it’s all right. Reading in a library is allowed, you know. I’m glad to see at least one of you using this place. I was always hiding away in the library myself.’

Bo closed the novel and got to her feet. ‘Really?’

‘Always looking for an answer in a book. Books are where everything begins. You’re clever enough to know that. You’ve been coming up here every day.’

Bo couldn’t hide her surprise that she might be important enough to be noticed. ‘How did you know?’

Miss Cressant walked to the window and gently wiped a smut off the glass. ‘It’s my pleasure, Bo, to keep an eye on my most promising pupils.’ She turned back with another smile. ‘Glad to see you’re reading the one I gave you.’

Bo blushed. ‘It’s excellent. Although that pirate, Long John Silver – he’s a tricky devil.’

‘He is! I’m pleased you’re enjoying it. Are you coming up here to find others?’ Bo hesitated. She’d had no luck looking for the ballad on her own. Perhaps it was time to ask for help.

She took a deep breath. ‘Not quite, Miss. I am lookin’ for somethin’, but … not a book. I’m lookin’ for a ballad.’

‘A ballad?’

‘An old ballad. But it’s not goin’ very well.’

Miss Cressant looked thoughtful, leaning against the bookcase. ‘I’m no expert, Bo – but those sorts of thing, old ballads and songs … well, they’re not really written down that often.’ She gestured to the shelves. ‘You certainly won’t find them here,’ she added kindly.

‘I know that, Miss.’ Bo sighed. ‘We sing ballads down the pub at Christmas, and the watermen sing ’em all the time, but this one’s – well, this one’s a bit … different.’

‘Different? How?’

Bo hesitated. She didn’t want to give too much away. She thought about how Muncaster’s family thought the Ballad of the River was a treasure map in song, and how the mudlarks had thought it was a set of instructions as to how the river would give back a soul. She thought how much Billy wanted his mum back, and how Eddie was refusing to help her. She plunged on.

‘This ballad is old, Miss Cressant. It could be … sort of powerful.’

Miss Cressant frowned. ‘I see.’

‘Will you help me find it?’

Miss Cressant couldn’t hide her surprise. She straightened up. ‘Me?’

‘You,’ said Bo quietly. ‘And there’s no one better, in my opinion.’

For a moment, a pale blush crept over Miss Cressant’s face, and her fingers played lightly with the garnet brooch at the top of her blouse. She seemed quite moved, Bo thought.

‘Tell me more about this ballad you’re looking for, Bo,’ Miss Cressant said, adjusting her spectacles.

‘It’s a ballad about … the river, Miss,’ Bo replied. ‘And if it was ever written down, it’ll be hidin’ in a toff’s library, or a museum, some grand house or palace – any place where old documents are kept. But these kind of places are hard for me to get into. I ain’t breakin’ into them – my mum’d kill me if I got caught.’

Miss Cressant laughed. ‘You don’t strike me as the kind of person foolish enough to be caught by anyone, Bo.’

Bo laughed. ‘Not likely. But I need to start somewhere.’

Miss Cressant clapped her hands together. ‘Of course. I’ll do my best to help you, Bo. It’s an honour to be asked.’

Bo felt her cheeks going red. ‘Thank you, Miss,’ she said.

‘But may I ask a question? Why are you looking for this ballad – rather than being outside, playing with your friends?’

Bo cleared her throat. ‘Oh, it’s – it’s for a friend actually, Miss. He needs it for a … a …’

‘An … adventure?’ Miss Cressant said.

‘Yes,’ said Bo. ‘Exactly.’

Miss Cressant grinned, adjusting her spectacles. ‘Say no more. I had a hunch that you would turn out to be interesting, Bo Delafort. I’m rarely wrong. And you’re on the right track yourself – a library is the place to start. But you need a really good one. Leave it with me.’

‘Really?’

‘Really. I’ll make enquiries. Now, go home, Bo! Before your mother worries.’

She held the door open. Bo grinned as she swept past Miss Cressant, hope rising within her once more.
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Bo remained hopeful that Miss Cressant would be true to her word, and tried not to worry that the date of the eclipse was inching closer. November the eleventh, the news board had said. But three weeks passed, September became October, and her teacher didn’t mention the quest.

A few times, Bo went down to the river to wait for Billy. Standing down on the shore alone, she had considered putting river water on the moon again, to see if it showed her another vision that might lead them to the Brightest Sun – but doing it without Billy felt wrong. They had to do this together.

And, if Bo was honest, she was also a little frightened. The first vision had drained her for an hour or so, the second for a few days. What might a third do?

Between worrying about the Ballad of the River and wondering where Billy was, Bo almost forgot about the man who wanted the moon as much as she did.

Frederick Muncaster, however, had not forgotten about her.

It was the second half of October. Although there was a deeper coldness in the air, the days above the river were still bright and blue. Bo was wrapped up in her green wool winter coat and brown woollen scarf, and she was meandering up Battersea High Street. Her mother had given her two whole pennies to go and buy a bag of sweets, and she was daydreaming about what to buy. Lemon sherbets, the really fizzy types, of course. A gobstopper that would last at least half a day. A handful of chocolate fudge and caramel swirls. And maybe, if she could stretch the money, a few blackberry bombs …

She saw the cane first, then those big shoes, and then she realised it was him. Frederick Muncaster, outside Bennett’s grocer’s, seemingly interrogating old Mr Bennett, who was trying to sell him a bunch of carrots. Muncaster was staring down at the vegetables in disdain, as if the grocer were offering him a bag of cow dung. He’d become thinner, Bo noticed – and then Muncaster looked up, saw Bo, and the crazed flash of anger in his emerald eyes made her stomach plummet.

‘You!’ he cried, pointing at her with his dreaded cane.

‘You!’ gasped Bo, at exactly the same time.

Before he could move, Bo turned on her heel and began to run.

‘Stop her!’ shouted Muncaster. ‘Stop that thief!’

This can’t be happening, Bo thought, running for her life. I even look like a thief, runnin’ like this! But she didn’t know what else to do. What if Muncaster shouted her name, and mentioned the Eclipsing Moon? The gossip would spread like wildfire – Bo Delafort, in possession of a priceless jewel!

Bo raced down the high street, hearing Muncaster’s shoes hammering the cobbles close behind. She hurtled left down an alley, praying it wasn’t a dead end. It wasn’t. Muncaster hadn’t been expecting this, and she could hear him roar as he had to double back to follow her.

Bo’s lungs were bursting but she did not stop. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could run at this speed. Then, suddenly, there was a hand on her ankle. She didn’t even have time to gasp. This is it, she thought. It’s over. He’s gonna get the moon!

She felt herself being yanked through a half-open trapdoor in the floor of the alley, and being caught, as she tumbled into the darkness. The trapdoor slammed shut.

‘What the—?’

‘Shhh!’ said a voice. The owner of the voice steadied her in his arms. In the darkness, her heart hammering as she panted for dear life, Bo adjusted her sight. She stared at the face looking down at hers.

A pair of green eyes with the river in them. A mop of familiar dark hair.

‘Billy?’ she said, utterly astonished as he lowered her to her feet.

‘Shhh!’ he hissed again.

‘He’s gonna find us!’ Bo whispered. She realised they were in the basement of a pub: there were barrels everywhere, the smell of malt and hops.

‘He won’t if you stay quiet!’ Billy whispered back.

They crouched in silence, huddled close together. And true enough, Muncaster went right over them. They heard his footsteps, how his pace had slowed. After a few seconds, Bo reached up and pushed the trapdoor just an inch. He was limping away up the alley, and she thought how painful his movements looked, as if the effort of this chase had cost him. Then he was gone.

She dropped the trapdoor again and let out a huge sigh. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘That was close. Too close. You don’t know how glad I am to see you.’

‘You’d have been all right,’ Billy replied, but he looked pleased. He smiled shyly. ‘We should stay down here for a bit, to be sure he doesn’t come back.’

‘How did you know to find me?’

‘He told Avery that he was going to try Battersea again, so I followed his water taxi. Then I saw him spot and chase you down the alley, so I ran round to the basement of this pub to cut you off.’

‘Billy, I’ve been lookin’ for you for ages.’

‘I’m sorry. Truly. I must have lost track of time.’

She frowned at him. ‘Do they miss you if you ain’t in the kitchen? Is that it?’

He shrugged. ‘Once the food’s all prepared, I keep out of Cook’s way.’

Bo felt a shiver. It was cold in this barrel room. ‘Here,’ she said, pulling off her scarf and holding it out.

‘Not this again,’ Billy said. ‘The mudlark rule? What was it – something taken, something given? Well, a scarf for … what? I’ve got nothing to give you in return.’

She laughed. ‘No, silly. Weather rules. Looks like you’re about to freeze to death. It ain’t May, you know.’

‘It’s not?’ He grinned.

‘No coat, no hat, no scarf. Viv Spire’d have a field day with you. She’d knit you up so well you couldn’t walk straight.’

‘Who’s Viv Spire?’

‘Eddie’s mum,’ said Bo tightly.

‘Ah,’ said Billy. ‘You’re still arguing.’

‘We ain’t even speakin’.’ Bo sniffed. ‘His loss.’

‘Come on,’ Billy said. ‘Muncaster’s gone. Let’s walk down to the river.’



As they stood on the south shore by Battersea Bridge, Bo munched thoughtfully on her cube of chocolate fudge. She had insisted that they stop in the sweet shop on the way. ‘Ain’t lettin’ Muncaster get in the way of my sweets,’ she said.

She offered the paper bag to Billy. ‘Want one?’

‘No thanks.’ His eyes were scanning the boats on the water for any sign of Frederick Muncaster. He was nowhere to be seen. ‘Not hungry.’

Bo shook her head in disbelief. ‘This ain’t a question of hunger, Billy. If you ain’t eaten a blackberry bomb before, you ain’t lived.’

Billy laughed his wonderful laugh that bubbled in Bo’s stomach, together with the pleasure of her caramel swirls. Life was good down here, by the river.

‘So why does Cook at Muncaster Hall want you out of the way?’ she asked.

He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. She leaves food out for me like I’m a dog.’

‘Oh, Billy!’

‘She tolerates me as if she’s got no choice. But she’s well within her rights to boot me out. Muncaster wouldn’t care. But she never does.’

‘I wonder why?’

‘I asked her once. She looked scared. It ain’t for me to speak of, she said, and that was that.’

Bo whistled, throwing another blackberry bomb in her mouth, where it exploded, an extremely satisfying sensation of sweet and sour fruitiness. ‘Well, she sounds like a grumpy mare.’

Billy laughed again.

‘You really ain’t cold?’ she asked, watching the wind billowing Billy’s shirt sleeves.

‘I’m really not. Listen, Bo – has the river spoken to you at all since we last met?’

Bo shook her head.

‘Me neither,’ said Billy. ‘Is the moon safe?’

Bo touched the space where her heart was. ‘Safe. And no matter how fast Muncaster runs, I’ll run faster.’

‘Clearly.’ Billy took a deep breath. ‘But you must have seen it: Muncaster’s sick.’

Bo thought of Muncaster’s thinner frame, his wide, wild stare, his limping gait. She nodded. ‘What kind of sick?’

‘He’s been feverish in bed for weeks. It cost him a lot of effort to get dressed and travel over the river to find you again. It took me by surprise.’

‘But what’s the matter with him?’

‘It’s a mystery. He just collapsed one day after breakfast a few weeks ago, and Avery called a doctor. Problem is, the doctors don’t know what’s wrong with him. I heard the maid who cleans the house talking to Avery about it. One minute, Muncaster starts to improve – sitting up in bed with his documents, his books and maps. But then the next minute, he gets worse again. And he’s dismissed Cook.’

‘What? Why?’

‘He says he wants to be alone. He’s getting his food sent in from a local inn. Not that he eats much of it. Now it’s just me in the house with Avery and Muncaster. I heard Cook saying that she was glad to leave.’

‘You must be lonely.’

‘I’ve got you.’ Billy sighed. ‘He’ll probably have gone home straight to bed again after that run.’

Bo made a face. ‘And let’s hope this time he stays there.’

Billy looked doubtful. ‘He’s getting angrier.’

‘Billy, we don’t have much time left, and I’ve been wondering about something. Do you think we can ask the river to help us find the sun? I’ve been waiting for you so we can try it together.’

‘That’s a good idea. It talks to us: maybe it can work the other way?’

Bo put her sweet bag in her coat pocket and reached inside her pinafore to bring out the Eclipsing Moon. As she knelt by the river’s edge, to slosh water and clay on its rubies and pearls, Billy leaned down and put his hand on her forearm. The connection she had felt before washed over her.

‘Bo,’ Billy said quietly. ‘What if it makes you feel unwell again?’

‘I know. But if it happens again, it’ll still be worth it, for your mum,’ she said firmly, looking at his worried expression. ‘The river called us for a reason. And the pain never lasts anyway.’

‘But—’

‘Remember what’s written on the moon, Billy? I will not lose. Well, I won’t. And neither will you.’

They smiled at each other, nervous as they put their hands together on the moon, unsure of where it might take them next.

‘River!’ Bo called out. ‘Speak to us, please! Tell us how we can find the Brightest Sun.’

For a moment, there was nothing.

And then – as if a cloud were covering the sun, and a breeze were rising off the surface of the river and into their lungs, the atmosphere around them changed.

The bright October sky went dark again. The city disappeared. Bo closed her eyes, and the spiralling in her stomach began. She was overtaken by the sense that she was leaving the riverside, flying high above the shape of the river as it made its way through the city.

‘Are you still there?’ she called to Billy.

‘I’m here!’ he said. The wind howled past, and Bo felt that she was flying faster and harder than before. She shut her eyes tighter and tried to ignore the sick feeling inside. This is for Billy, she told herself.

‘What can you see?’ she called out, above the screaming wind.

‘We haven’t gone far!’ he called back. ‘Is that … Yes, it is! I can see Muncaster Hall!’

And sure enough, for all her sense of flight and distance, Bo could see a house, right beside the river. A handsome house, with three storeys and fine red brick, and a neat garden wall that led straight down to the foreshore.

‘Is that where you live?’ she shouted.

‘Yes, and there’s someone down on the foreshore!’ Billy cried. ‘Can you see who it is?’

Bo scrunched her eyes even tighter, allowing the vision to swallow her up. It made her feel dizzier than she’d ever felt before, but she clung on. She was on the foreshore herself now – and Billy was right, there was someone further ahead of her, down by the edge of the river. But try as she might, Bo could not see who the figure was, and nor could she get any nearer, however much she willed herself. The person’s back was turned – they were facing the river, standing in shadow, head down, their outline flecked by moonlight only now and then, as the clouds scudded past.

‘Where are you, Billy?’ Bo called.

‘I think I’m in a boat! I’m watching from the river. Yes, I am – there’s water all around me!’

Bo watched as the figure raised their arms towards the river.

‘Billy,’ she said. ‘I think there’s somethin’ in their hands!’

‘What is it, can you see?’

‘They’re shinin’, Billy, they’re glowin’! Look!’

True enough, from each of the hidden figure’s outstretched hands, a golden and silver light was beaming. The person drew their hands together, and the lights became one, a small bright circle of promise, glimmering over the river’s edge.

What can’t be lost, Bo Delafort? the river whispered suddenly. What can’t be lost?

‘Wait!’ Bo cried, but the single glowing light fell into the water – dropped by mistake or thrown deliberately, it was hard to tell. The figure howled and fell to their knees.

‘The water’s turning gold!’ Billy said. ‘And it’s starting to churn!’

Bo looked out: he was right. It was as if the sun itself were rising from the dark of the swirling, furious Thames. She felt a pain in her head and cried out.

‘Oh my goodness! Billy, I can’t hold on much longer! You have to keep holdin’ on—’

‘I’m trying, Bo! It’s hard to see – they’re moving, pacing along the river’s edge … there’s something in the water. There’s something happening. This feels wrong, Bo, this feels wrong—’

Bo gasped with pain. ‘Billy, I can hardly see!’

‘Bo, we don’t belong here!’

Then the figure on the riverbank began to wail. It was a low, terrible sound that Bo could hardly bear. And they began wade into the water, deeper into the flow.

Without warning, a blinding, gold light filled the riverbank, and the rooftops and church spires and domes of the city were shimmering around them. Bo had to look away. It would have blinded her had she not. The wind was up again: she could sense the Eclipsing Moon almost tugging on her hand, as if willing her to let go. The vision was ending.

‘I can’t see anythin’!’ she shouted.

Suddenly the wall of golden light dissolved, and the gold beneath the water disappeared. And the figure was nowhere to be seen.

‘Billy?’ croaked Bo, in the pitch darkness. ‘Billy, are you there?’
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Bo and Billy stared at each other at the river’s edge. They were back in their world again, the normal October day, and the Eclipsing Moon lay on the clay between them.

Bo felt awful. Her head was hammering, she could hardly feel her hands and feet. Shaky and pale, weaker than she’d ever felt before, she patted her coat pocket and reached for the last of her blackberry bombs.

‘D’you want it?’ she asked.

‘No,’ Billy said. ‘You need it.’

Bo placed it in her mouth and closed her eyes. It tasted of Battersea, of her mother giving her a treat. Her home, where she belonged.

‘We shouldn’t have held on so long,’ Billy said. Bo opened her eyes, and he was looking at her with concern. ‘We shouldn’t have done it. Every time we do this, you seem worse.’

Bo waved away his concern. ‘It’ll pass. Who was the person by the river’s edge?’

‘I don’t know. I couldn’t see. It just felt strange to me. Bad.’

Bo sat down heavily on a large spar of old ship timber. ‘What kind of bad?’

‘Like something terrible was going to happen.’

‘Well, we were at Muncaster Hall, weren’t we?’

‘Yes.’

‘And Muncaster thinks the Jewels were stolen, right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, what if … what if we’ve just seen the thief?’

Billy looked at her, his eyes alight. ‘Of course! And what if they were holding the Jewels?’

Bo grinned. ‘Those two bright lights, the way they became one. What else could it have been? It was like both halves were put together.’

‘Yes!’ he cried. ‘And they dropped them by mistake.’

‘Or panicked and threw them in? They seemed upset.’

Billy joined her on the timber. ‘Why was I watching from the middle of the river, and you were on the shore?’

‘I don’t know. But we asked the river to help us find the Brightest Sun, and we saw somethin’ very useful indeed. And Billy … The river whispered somethin’ to me.’

He whipped his head towards her. ‘What did it say?’

‘This time, it asked me a question. It asked me, What can’t be lost?’

Billy looked back to the water. ‘There’s so many things that can be lost,’ he said quietly.

Bo reached over and squeezed his hand. ‘But we’re findin’ them again. Startin’ with the Eclipsing Moon, and now the Brightest Sun. Because if that’s what was in the thief’s hand with the Eclipsing Moon, and that’s where they were standing in the water …’ She felt a growing excitement. ‘I think it could still be over there, deep in the foreshore by Muncaster Hall.’

Billy tapped his boot. ‘After all this time?’

‘Both of us know it’s possible,’ she said. ‘Sometimes things get buried in the mud, and they never move. But there’s only one way to find out.’
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The river was full of much bigger boats than the one they’d untethered and hopped into.

‘You know, we shouldn’t be taking watermen’s boats like this,’ said Bo, as Billy rowed them out into the river.

Billy raised an eyebrow. ‘Do you have money for a ride?’

Bo snorted. ‘Course not.’

‘Well then,’ he replied. ‘All thieves have their reasons, Bo, right or not.’

She smiled. ‘I suppose that’s what we’re tryin’ to find out.’

She looked around them. There were clippers loaded with grain sacks, and barges with huge wooden crates of unspecified cargo, all travelling from the docks to the rest of the city. There were many other watermen’s boats, taking passengers on the shorter journey from the banks of Battersea to Chelsea. The wind whipped at Bo’s hair, and she burrowed down into her woollen coat, her sense of exhaustion almost absolute. The deck of the boat was swimming before her eyes. Her mouth was dry. She rubbed her hands together to get them feeling normal again.

‘A good night’s sleep will help,’ Billy said, as he rowed them out of Lambeth and Westminster, onwards past Blackfriars Station. Bo said nothing: she didn’t know how much longer she could keep trying to find visions, if it made her feel this bad. It almost felt as if the Eclipsing Moon were taking energy from her in order to reveal the truth about the Jewels. That’s foolish thinkin’, she told herself. And they were getting closer to that truth, she was sure of it.

‘Maybe,’ she said, ‘the Brightest Sun won’t tire me out like this. It might even do the opposite.’

Billy grimaced. ‘We have to find it first.’

Billy rowed as if his oars were arms, as if he were a swimmer at one with the water beyond. Bo herself couldn’t swim very well; she could just about keep her head above the water, and Eddie was the same. Barely any river kids could swim well beyond the shallows. It was really all you needed, Bo supposed.

She thought again of the last vision, musing on that low wail, coming from the thief. A person in shadows, waiting by the water, before vanishing into the river itself. Had they been furious for making the mistake of dropping the Jewels in the Thames, or had something else been bothering them about the Jewels, and they didn’t want to hold them any more? It did not feel a happy scene, and Bo had not wanted to stay any longer.

But she let her body relax, trying to rest and recover from what they had witnessed. The dull light on the river’s surface made strange shapes, as if there were creatures deep beneath this brownish green, moving their patterns upwards, like signs of a strange language. The water swirled and broke against itself constantly, mesmerising her.

‘Broken Wharf, George Yard, Trig Stairs, Paul’s Wharf,’ Billy called, breaking her dozy reverie. He rowed them past all the landing points near St Paul’s Cathedral, and by the shallows of Paul’s Wharf he jumped out and dragged the borrowed boat on to the shingle, the river glugging and sloshing around them.

The two children stood on the foreshore of St Paul’s, with the cathedral at their back, looking out at the watery expanse of the Thames. The wind was cold, like little knives between the gaps in Bo’s coat.

She narrowed her eyes, and imagined women in stiff bodices and ruffs, gliding on gilded barges towards Westminster, to pleasure gardens and palaces. She imagined a small child in a sackcloth dress, sandals on his feet, picking through stones and shells, when the river was a Roman possession. Face upon face, time upon time, laid one upon the other, like the silting layers of the riverbed itself. The river was a witness to time, and it was time. Bo felt small and insignificant thinking of it like this, but she didn’t mind at all.

‘Time sort of … squashes together down here, doesn’t it?’ she said.

Billy turned to her, his irises alive with the river’s spirit. ‘That’s exactly how it feels. You can’t pick it apart. Come on,’ he went on. ‘Let’s try and find the Brightest Sun. The tide’s coming in, we don’t have long.’

Bo looked up in the direction of a large, crooked-looking house, with three storeys, made of red brick, facing the river.

‘Billy, is that Muncaster Hall?’

He glanced up. ‘Yes. That’s it.’

It was strange to see it, after witnessing it in the vision. It looked like a house that didn’t belong to any particular time at all. Bo whistled, pulling her scarf over her head to hide herself as best she could. ‘Muncaster ain’t gonna come down here, is he?’

‘He wouldn’t do it himself,’ Billy said. ‘He pays other people to do it for him.’

She squinted up at the windows. ‘He came to Battersea for me.’

‘True.’

‘Still. The house looks empty. Let’s hope no one bothers us.’

Billy was wasting no time: already mudlarking, his wild head of hair bent towards the exposed parts of the riverbed, to the rock pools and the clay, and the patches of shingle and mud, looking for the second piece of the puzzle.

Bo followed behind him, a little lower on the foreshore, nearer to the water’s edge, her back turned against Muncaster Hall.

‘I was thinkin’ about how the Eclipsing Moon appeared the same mornin’ that Harry went to war,’ she said, keeping her eyes on the stones beneath her boots. ‘And why the river chose me to talk to.’

‘Maybe you needed something to be given to you, because Harry was being taken away?’ said Billy. ‘So the river gave you the Eclipsing Moon.’

Bo stopped walking, looking out at her beloved water. ‘Maybe so. I come down to the river because it always makes me feel better. There’s a south shore sayin’: All you do is keep your heart open. And if the river thinks it’s time, the treasure will find you. Guess it was true.’

‘It’s the same on the north shore,’ said Billy. ‘I needed something too. My mother was taken from me. And the river gave me you.’

Their eyes met.

‘Keep your heart open, Bo,’ Billy said quietly.

Bo returned her gaze to the foreshore, trying to quell her nerves. She was a Delafort, a mudlark. Never mind the Muncasters: the Delaforts were born by this river, they opened their hearts to it and never left. It was the feeling of seeking that gave her so much pleasure. Paying attention to the river was its own reward.

She took a deep breath.

She told herself that the treasure she needed would find her.

She opened her heart and began to walk. Beneath her boots, Bo could feel the riverbed, and she pictured how deep down it truly went, how dark it was, and how full of secrets.

Five minutes passed. And then Bo stopped dead. Her skin began to prickle, and a strange, strong warmth ran through her. Her blood was racing, and an unknown power rushed through her veins. It felt so exciting. Against her heart, the Eclipsing Moon took on a new heaviness. Finding treasure had never been like this before.

Bo was sure that the second Jewel of the Eclipse was very close.

Billy came towards her. ‘You look strange. You’re pale, but your cheeks are red. Are you feverish?’

‘No, I’m fine.’ Bo swallowed. ‘I’m more than fine.’ She dropped to her knees, her palms spread on the foreshore. ‘It’s here, I know it.’

Billy looked wildly at the stones around her. ‘Here?’

‘Yes. Billy, it’s time.’

‘Together then?’ he asked, dropping to his knees.

The river flowed beside them as its wet clay covered their palms and clothes. As the river came closer towards them over London’s ancient stones, and the city carried on above them, oblivious, they sifted through discarded oyster shells and terracotta tiles from centuries ago, tide-smoothed into discs for a game long lost. Seagulls cried to each other as if in mockery.

Then all at once, the birds fell silent. The river seemed to hush.

The two of them saw it at the same time. A hint of gold, reaching up through the shifting ground.

‘You kept your heart open,’ Billy whispered.

‘Always,’ she replied.

Both of them scraped and scrabbled, pushing away little whelk shells and shingle, and old bricks and stones, digging their fingers deeper. Bo’s heart was in her mouth. Billy looked ferocious.

‘Together,’ said Bo, echoing her friend. ‘The river chose us both.’

As the tide sloshed around their knees, as their time on the riverbank ran out, they both reached into the bed of the Thames and tugged at the circular edge.

As soon as Bo touched the metal, she heard the refrain from the river again, the same question it had asked before. What can’t be lost, Bo Delafort? it asked. What can’t be lost?

Bo didn’t know the answer to that – not yet. But from its dark hiding place, hidden for centuries, out came the second Jewel of the Eclipse: twinkling deep-green emeralds, and a face of shining gold.

Its beauty unmistakeable.

The Brightest Sun.
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‘We did it!’ said Bo, the river still splashing round her ankles. She let out a free, high laugh of pure joy, throwing back her head, her scarf slipping off. The Brightest Sun dazzled powerfully in her outstretched hands. ‘You and me, Billy – we did it!’

The second Jewel was the exact same size as the Eclipsing Moon, and just as Muncaster had described it. A sun of gold, edged with emeralds.

‘Those stones are the colour of your eyes,’ Bo went on, her voice filled with wonder.

‘We need to hide by the river wall – now,’ said Billy, looking up.

‘What?’

‘We’ve walked too close to Muncaster Hall. The place might look empty, but I don’t want him peering out of the window and seeing you with that in your hand!’

Bo jumped, covering the Brightest Sun in her fist as she readjusted her scarf. ‘Good point!’

The two of them scurried as quickly as they could from the water’s edge, hiding under the protection of a rotting flight of river steps where they hoped that nobody could see them. They took a second to catch their breath, and Bo opened her hand again.

‘Look!’ she said, pointing at a smooth, raised point in the middle of the Brightest Sun. It was about the length and diameter of one of her mum’s thimbles. ‘That must be how the Eclipsing Moon fastens on to it. One on top of the other, like a real solar eclipse. And there’s words on this one too!’ she breathed.

Billy dipped his head to have a look. On this raised, thimble-sized point was the same tiny, flowing script as on the moon, still sluiced with river clay.

‘What can’t be lost,’ he said, and he shivered, as if someone had run a cold finger up his spine.

‘That’s the exact question the river was askin’ me, Billy! But maybe it wasn’t a question?’

Billy stared at her, wide-eyed. ‘What do you mean?’

‘The Jewels are supposed to fit together,’ she said. ‘So maybe the words do too? I will not lose …’

‘… what can’t be lost,’ finished Billy.

‘Or the other way round. It means the same thing either way. There’s somethin’ out there that can’t be lost. What d’you think it is?’

‘Muncaster said the motto of his family went missing with the jewels,’ Billy said. ‘Maybe this is the motto?’

‘If it is, then Muncaster would be hoppin’ mad if he knew!’ Bo cackled. ‘Shall we put the Jewels together?’ Flushed with excitement, she began to reach for the hidden pocket inside her pinafore. ‘It’ll be all right. Muncaster’s probably sleepin’ off his chase.’ She ducked her head out from under the steps. ‘There’s no one around. We’re safe.’

But Billy still looked worried. ‘What about Avery?’ he said. ‘She could be visiting.’

Bo wasn’t listening. She had brought out the Eclipsing Moon and was holding up both Jewels for Billy to see. It was clear that they were two parts of one whole.

‘Look, Billy, they’d definitely fit! I will not lose what can’t be lost,’ she murmured. ‘What can’t be lost I will not lose. Why was that the Muncaster family motto?’

‘Don’t put them together, Bo!’ Billy hissed, putting his hands on hers. ‘Not yet!’

Her eyes widened in surprise. ‘Don’t you want to know more?’

‘If my mother is going to come back, Bo, then I don’t want to get it wrong. We still need the ballad, in case there’s something we’re missing. I’m scared,’ he added. ‘And I don’t mind admitting it.’

Bo felt a little chastened. She dropped her hands. ‘All right. But I thought you’d be happy we found it.’

‘I am.’

‘Do you want to look after it?’ she asked, holding out the Brightest Sun. Even in the dull light of this dreary October day, the emeralds pulsated with green promise.

‘I can’t take it into the Hall,’ said Billy. ‘What if Muncaster or Avery find it? It’s too dangerous. Just promise me you won’t put them together when I’m not there.’

Bo bit her lip. ‘Of course I won’t. Mudlark promise. Billy – are you all right?’

Billy closed his eyes. ‘All I know is: the river’s bigger than all of us.’

‘And I know that too.’ Bo reached for his hand and squeezed it. ‘But we have to trust it. Even though we ain’t sure how all this is gonna end.’

Billy seemed to be reassured by this. He opened his eyes and nodded. ‘You’re right.’

‘Listen. I’d better get home.’

‘But where are you going to put the sun?’

Bo rummaged in her satchel and brought out Treasure Island. ‘Hold this a sec.’

Billy took the book and opened it to the front page. ‘Who’s Alice Cressant?’

‘My new teacher,’ said Bo, feeling her cheeks go a little hot. ‘It was hers when she was my age, and she gave it to me.’ She pulled out a pair of woollen socks. ‘A-ha. The second mudlark rule. Always carry spare socks, in case the river gets you. Mum always makes me do it.’

She pulled apart the socks, and instead of putting them on her own wet feet, she bundled the Brightest Sun inside the toe of one. She rolled them together and put them in her satchel. ‘No one touches my socks, Billy. I’ve always done the household wash. And if someone broke into my room and tried to steal the Jewels, they ain’t gonna look in a sock.’

Billy didn’t look convinced. ‘I suppose.’

‘We ain’t got much choice in it. Anyway, the eclipse isn’t far away, so I won’t need to hide them too long.’

He handed her Miss Cressant’s book, and Bo placed it gently in her satchel as if it too were a piece of treasure. ‘Do you want me to row you back to the south shore?’ he asked her.

Bo shook her head. ‘I’ll catch the omnibus. It’s not too far. Fleet Street, then Piccadilly for the number 19.’

‘If you say so.’

She frowned. ‘You’ve never caught an omnibus?’

He gestured to their boat, still bobbing in the water. ‘Why would I need to?’

There was a pause.

‘I ain’t gonna let you down, Billy.’

‘I know you’re not.’

‘The eclipse is less than a month away, but we’re two-thirds there. Moon, sun – next, the ballad.’

Bo turned away to scramble up the foreshore. At the top, by the edge of the river wall, she turned back. She felt brimful with excitement, with a sense that they were close to solving the mystery of the Jewels. If they kept their determination up like this, then the river would surely reward them, and Billy would see his mother again.

‘I’ll come and find you soon,’ she called down. ‘That’s another mudlark promise!’



Billy made his way back to Muncaster Hall, which was less than two minutes’ walk from the rickety old river steps. He could see the white dome of St Paul’s looming up, a majestic, huge half-egg dominating the city’s sky. He couldn’t help thinking about all the Muncasters buried in its churchyard, and wondered if Frederick Muncaster might be joining them soon.

He couldn’t stop thinking about how he had felt, looking at that Jewel now hidden in Bo’s spare socks. That astounding Brightest Sun. When Bo had held it out to him, it felt as if he were standing on the edge of a cliff, and below him was nothingness. And any moment he might jump, hoping he would fly.

And why had the vision by the river ended where it had? Was it because Bo couldn’t hold on to it any longer – or was it something else? It wasn’t quite making sense to him yet. He knew that something was wrong, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He pictured that figure, standing at the edge of the water. A thief, wailing into the dark, walking into the river after the lost Jewels of the Eclipse. Why would a thief throw away the Jewels, if they’d gone to all the trouble of stealing them?

He shook his head, trying not to get sucked into questions to which he didn’t yet have the answers. They had the Eclipsing Moon. They had the Brightest Sun. Now they needed the Ballad of the River, and when they found it, then surely everything would become clear, and they’d know what to do to bring his mother back.

He jumped over the garden wall of Muncaster Hall, making his way through the overgrown tangles towards the kitchen door. Once inside the house, he listened. Sniffed the air.

No lily of the valley, no woman’s voice. Avery wasn’t here.

Billy crept up the creaky stairs, past the door to the dark-panelled portrait room, onwards and upwards to the very top of Muncaster Hall. This was where his master had his rooms. It also gave him the best view of the river, if any of his spies were coming in with news. Billy knew how lucky he and Bo had been that Muncaster hadn’t decided to look out of the window. He was glad that Bo was on her way home.

Muncaster’s chamber was an easy place to enter unseen, for although it was large, it was full of shadows cast by statues, and propped-up old paintings and plinths. A boy could stand among any of them and never be noticed.

Billy stood in these shadows behind an empty plinth, and watched. Muncaster was alone, asleep but feverish, his worn linen sheets scrunched up around him. His face looked even more haggard and drenched in sweat. His skin had a sallow sheen and he was tossing and turning, talking to someone in his dreams.

It wasn’t Avery.

It was a man called Arthur.

‘I tell you, Arthur,’ Muncaster was saying, ‘I know you have it. It’s mine, not yours! So where’d you put it? What did you do with it? You thief!’

Suddenly Muncaster’s eyes flew open in Billy’s direction.

‘Arthur?’ he rasped. ‘Is that you? Come out and face me!’

Among the shadows, Billy panicked but stayed hidden. He didn’t dare speak – he’d never seen Muncaster like this. It was as if the man were possessed. He looked frightening in his giant bed, his dark hair and flashing eyes stark against the pillows.

‘Are you come for your vengeance?’ Muncaster went on. ‘Then I’ll face you like a man!’ He sounded bullish, but underneath the threat, Billy could feel his terror.

Still Billy said nothing.

‘Now look here, Arthur,’ Muncaster said, becoming conversational and jovial. ‘Let’s talk about it, old chap!’ His huge hands twisted up his sheets. ‘It wasn’t my fault! I never meant for you to … It was my chance, you see. My one chance! Not yours. You understand? I had a fortune to restore, and you – well, you didn’t have any in the first place, so … Arthur? Don’t go!’ Muncaster reached out to the darkness around him. ‘At least tell me I’m forgiven!’ he begged.

Billy was astounded. Who was Arthur? And why was Muncaster so desperate for his forgiveness?

‘For the last time, are you there, or am I talking to a phantom?’ Muncaster roared, so suddenly that Billy jumped and almost knocked over the plinth.

He had to put Muncaster out of his misery. He steadied the plinth and emerged from the shadows.

‘It’s Billy, sir,’ he said.

Muncaster stared at him, agog. Billy felt pinioned by his baleful green eyes.

‘Billy?’ Muncaster repeated. For a moment, he was struck dumb. ‘You’re not Arthur. Have I seen you before, boy? Yes, I’m sure. Where’ve I seen you before?’

‘I-I work here, sir,’ said Billy. ‘In the kitchen.’

‘What’s a Muncaster doing working in the kitchen?’

‘Oh, no, sir – I’m not a Muncaster—’

‘If you’re not a Muncaster, then neither am I,’ said the man.

Before Billy could summon up the courage to ask him anything, Muncaster had fallen back on his pillow, writhing and groaning, clutching his stomach.

‘Can I fetch you something, sir?’ said Billy, his panic rising. ‘Can I send for Miss Avery?’

Even as he asked this, Billy realised he would have no idea how to find her. In the end, Muncaster seemed not to hear him and Billy stumbled away, not looking back, heading to the relative safety of the kitchen to think this conversation over.
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‘I may finally have some good news!’ said Miss Cressant, and her cheeks flushed pink.

‘Go on, Miss,’ said Bo.

It was a few days after the discovery of the Brightest Sun, and Bo finally felt back to normal. And when Miss Cressant had asked her to stay behind after the last lesson, she could hardly contain her hope.

Sitting at her desk, Miss Cressant looked as if she were fizzing with enjoyment. She knotted and unknotted her slender fingers, until she balled them into a tight fist to prop up her chin. ‘Oh, it’s nothing, really,’ she said with a smile. ‘Only that I think I’ve found where your ballad might be hiding.’

‘You have? Oh, Miss!’ Bo almost whooped with joy. She felt her heart swell with happiness.

Suddenly she felt someone watching her from the classroom doorway. She turned; it was Eddie. Their eyes met, and Bo felt a jolt of guilt. She opened her mouth as if to speak to him, but Eddie turned on his heel and disappeared, and Bo turned back to Miss Cressant. She wanted to make up with Eddie, but this was more important.

‘So where do you think it could be, Miss?’ she asked.

‘There’s a private library in central London,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘In the West End. Apparently, it’s one of the best collections of written ballads in the whole of the city. I think it’s well worth a try. I made an application, and they wrote back.’

‘But how did you find this library?’

‘From a London directory of libraries. I wrote to every one. This was the only place which had an archive of ballads.’

Bo felt overwhelmed. ‘Thank you, Miss, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to repay you.’

Miss Cressant smiled. ‘You don’t need to repay me, Bo. Now listen: Saturdays are the only days we’re allowed to go. Would you like to make a visit this weekend?’

‘Of course I would!’ cried Bo, and she felt her own self fizzing with relief and gratitude: both halves of the Jewels and now a chance to hunt for the Ballad of the River.

Everything was beginning to come together, Bo was sure.



That Saturday, Bo found herself sitting with Miss Cressant in a small tea room just off the Strand. She had shined her boots and tied a pale blue ribbon around her best hat, and Miss Cressant had also dressed nicely. Her brown skirt and grey jacket were simple, but elegantly cut.

‘We’re to be let inside at three o’clock, and the appointment must be kept sharp,’ said Miss Cressant, unpinning her dark brown wool hat from her hair with admirable efficiency. ‘But personally speaking, I can never visit a library on an empty stomach. We need fortification before this hunt begins. Order anything you like.’

Bo could hardly contain her delight. ‘Do you think they have chocolate eclairs, Miss? I’ve never had one before.’

Miss Cressant looked scandalised. ‘Never? Ever?’

‘I’ve never seen one in Battersea.’

‘I suppose not.’

Bo had read about an eclair once. Cream-filled pastries, covered in a strip of chocolate, invented across the sea in France – but reading about an eclair was not the same as eating one.

‘Well,’ said Miss Cressant, as a waitress loomed in sight. ‘You’ll never get anything if you don’t ask.’

‘I’ll have one chocolate eclair, please,’ Bo said to the waitress.

The waitress, a young woman who couldn’t have been much older than Bo herself, looked perplexed. ‘This ain’t the Ritz, love. It’s currant bun or jam tart.’

‘England,’ murmured Miss Cressant, as if talking fondly of an old but very smelly dog. ‘My friend will have one of all and any cakes you have,’ she said. ‘And buttered toast. And cream. And a pot of tea.’

My friend! Under the brim of her hat, Bo blushed, hiding her embarrassment by busying herself with the unwinding of her scarf.

‘Now listen,’ said Miss Cressant as the waitress bustled away. ‘I don’t want you to get your hopes up, Bo. We might not find this particular song you’re after, do you understand?’

‘I do, Miss. But it’s worth a try, as you say. I’m just ever so grateful to you for arranging it.’

‘Did you tell your mother what you were doing today?’

Bo swallowed. ‘Not exactly. I told her I was workin’ on a history project with Eddie. Said we had to go into town and look at old buildin’s.’

‘And she believed you?’

‘I think so. She’s just happy I’m out and about, not mopin’ at home for Harry.’

They were interrupted by the waitress, carrying a tray of tea things and a truly gigantic platter of toast and fruit buns and tarts, which she clattered on to the table.

‘Marvellous,’ said Miss Cressant, as if they were indeed at the Ritz.

They began eating everything, washing it down with hot, strong, sugary tea. Bo couldn’t help grinning. She and Billy had found the Brightest Sun, and here she was – warm and cosy, with a full stomach, in the company of someone who wanted to help her seek the long-lost Ballad of the River.

‘This is delicious, Miss. All of it. Thank you.’

Miss Cressant smiled over her teacup. ‘My absolute pleasure.’

‘Do you reckon Harry’s had a chocolate eclair?’

Miss Cressant took a sip. ‘The army will be making sure of it.’ She placed down her cup. ‘Have you heard from him?’

‘He wrote us a letter, Miss. He’s all right.’

‘Oh! I’m delighted!’ Miss Cressant cried. ‘Eddie must be pleased too. It’s such a shame that you two should be fighting. I hope it’s nothing serious. In times like these, you need your friends.’

Bo bit her lip. She did feel loyalty to Eddie – but it was a deep, old, battered sort of loyalty, and it felt like it was being tested. He was missing out on so much, refusing to believe that anything she’d seen was real.

‘Bo?’ said Miss Cressant gently. ‘Was it truly a game you were playing, outside my door? Or was Eddie lying to me about the sherbet lemon?’

‘Eddie’s not a liar.’

‘So you were lying, in that case?’

‘Oh, no. Me neither, Miss.’

‘Well, it’s a strange game then. What was it called – the Jewels of the Eclipse?’

‘Shhh!’ Bo hissed, and Miss Cressant looked surprised.

‘Sorry, Miss,’ Bo said, her cheeks turning hot.

‘Bo, what’s the matter?’ said Miss Cressant, buttering a second piece of toast. ‘You two were arguing in the corridor about it. Did I say something wrong?’

Bo shook her head. ‘It’s just …’ She looked around. The customers were mainly older people and young women. No one looked suspicious to her: no spies with binoculars here, no sign of Muncaster, ready to pounce. ‘Nothin’s wrong,’ she whispered. She bit her lip, thinking about Billy, and how this was his quest too. Perhaps it wasn’t right to tell Miss Cressant any more, without him?

But she looked at her teacher. They were here, in a tea room, about to hunt for ballads, because of Miss Cressant. Miss Cressant, who told her to look at things from different angles; who called her promising; who believed that books were the beginning of adventures; who had taken the time to find where the Ballad of the River might be hiding. Miss Cressant might be the only other person who would understand even a little bit of what Bo was experiencing. She knew she trusted her.

Bo took a deep breath. ‘You see, Miss … the Jewels of the Eclipse are real.’

Miss Cressant stopped buttering and stared at Bo. ‘They’re … real?’

Bo returned Miss Cressant’s gaze and nodded, longing for Miss Cressant to believe her.

Their eyes locked. Miss Cressant nodded too.

‘There are many mysteries in this world, Bo,’ she said, her voice low. ‘Things that you might not be able to explain. It doesn’t make them less important.’

‘That’s exactly how this feels, Miss.’

‘How what feels?’

Bo sighed. ‘It’s a long story.’

Miss Cressant looked down at her wristwatch and smiled. ‘You’re lucky. We have a little time.’

Bo could feel the story ready to spill out of her. She took another deep breath. ‘All right. Are you ready? It starts on a Saturday morning in August, just under Battersea Bridge.’



By the time Bo had finished, from the moon to Muncaster, from Billy to the ballad, to the one beloved soul, Miss Cressant’s tea had gone cold and her second slice of toast was still only half buttered. The teacher sat very still, her eyes wide behind her spectacles, her mouth ajar.

‘It’s better than Treasure Island,’ she said finally. ‘Except it’s real.’

‘So … you believe me?’

Miss Cressant sat back in her chair and studied Bo. The silence between them felt like it would never end. And then, eventually, Miss Cressant said: ‘Yes, Bo Delafort. I do.’

Bo closed her eyes. ‘I knew you would.’

‘That’s why you were looking for the ballad in the school library.’

‘Exactly.’

Miss Cressant looked thoughtful. ‘But where are the Jewels, Bo? I hope you’ve got them safe.’

‘Oh, yes, they’re safe,’ Bo said. ‘I’m good at hidin’ things.’

‘I’ll say.’ Miss Cressant stared out of the window, lost in her own reverie. ‘Bo, do you ever wonder where the dead go?’

‘Miss?’

‘Do you wonder if Billy’s mother even wants to come back?’

‘Oh, I’m sure she wants to come back. She surely misses him.’

‘Well, you’re the river girl,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘You should know.’

‘I’m the what, Miss?’

Miss Cressant turned her eyes to Bo’s face. She reached into her purse and began busily laying out coins to pay for the tea. ‘What I mean is, you’re an extraordinary child.’ She smiled brightly. ‘The river spoke to you. You found the Eclipsing Moon, and the Brightest Sun, and now you are going to help your friend.’

Bo felt herself going pink, from her cheeks to the tips of her ears. ‘Thank you, Miss,’ she said. She wanted, more than anything, to make Miss Cressant proud.
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They left the tea room and waited on the kerb outside, as carriage horses trotted and omnibuses hurtled by.

‘The library isn’t far from here,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘Just off Haymarket.’

They jumped on to the opposite pavement, and Bo struggled to match her teacher’s rapid pace, darting in between the flow of the other pedestrians. It was so much busier here than in Battersea. They went past a news board outside a public dining hall. In large letters was printed a question: WAR: SURELY THE END IS NEAR?

‘Did you tell the library what you were lookin’ for, Miss Cressant?’ Bo asked. ‘A ballad about the river?’

‘Well, yes. I had to be a little bit specific.’

Bo felt a sliver of unease. ‘But you didn’t mention the Jewels of the Eclipse, did you?’

‘No. I told them a merry tale.’ Miss Cressant glanced down at Bo, and her eyes were twinkling. ‘You’ll see.’

Bo did not smile, and Miss Cressant, as if realising that perhaps she had sounded too flippant, stopped in the middle of the pavement and turned, placing her hands on Bo’s shoulders.

‘You can trust me, Bo,’ she said. ‘Believe me, I do know how important this is.’



The library had a small, black-painted door embedded in the brickwork, with no number on it, no sign, bell or knocker. Unfazed, Miss Cressant checked her wristwatch – three o’clock, exactly – and rapped her knuckles smartly on the thick wood.

The door was pulled back almost immediately. A small man, in a uniform of deep red with gold tassels on his shoulders and a smart red cap with a patent leather peak, stared at them. He looked more like a chauffeur than a librarian.

‘Names?’ he said.

‘Alice Cressant,’ said Miss Cressant.

‘Who’s the child?’ he said, pointing to Bo.

‘I’m Bo Delafort.’

The little man checked a book beside him on a high table. It was a heavy old thing, whose pages Bo couldn’t decipher from where she was standing. But when the man found their names, his demeanour changed. He straightened his back and clicked his heels together. Bo wondered what on earth had come over him.

‘Welcome, ladies,’ he said. ‘My name’s Kimble. One of the keepers of the library. Do come in.’

With a small nod, Miss Cressant ushered Bo off the street. Kimble shut the door behind them.

It was almost as if the outside world did not exist. They were standing in a dark, tunnel-like hallway, and Bo felt a brief flash of panic. She’d lied to her mum about being with Eddie today, and Eddie had no idea where she was either. What if she and Miss Cressant were trapped here? Bo tried not to think about her cosy home, playing games in the front parlour with Eddie and Harry, and the kettle whistling for tea, her mother humming as she sewed her stitches. One way or another, the river had led her here, and she had to see this adventure through.

‘It’s all right,’ murmured Miss Cressant, as if she understood. ‘I’m right here. We’ll be fine.’

Bo nodded, trying to make herself feel adventurous, fearless and as bold as this woman she so admired.

‘Follow me,’ said Kimble, offering them a tiny, darting bow. He clicked his heels again, and clipped off into the darkness, holding a light aloft.

‘Are we goin’ underground, Miss?’ said Bo, noticing that the tunnel had taken on a distinctly downwards slope.

‘It would appear,’ said Miss Cressant.

‘Like a pair of moles? I’d take the river any day over this.’

‘Moles are blind, Bo,’ said Miss Cressant pleasantly. ‘Whereas you and I see everything very clearly.’

Bo felt slightly chastened. She said no more, and followed behind.

With a huge key he retrieved from his pocket, Kimble unlocked and pushed open a heavy door. It opened on to a small room, with a large table in the middle, upon which were two pairs of soft white cotton gloves. The room was lit by three weak electric lights screwed to the walls. It was bare, apart from the table and a bookshelf on the far wall, about eight shelves high from floor to ceiling, crammed with leather-bound volumes of various thicknesses.

‘Over here are all the ballads we have that have ever been written down,’ said Kimble. ‘They’re allowed out in the air for an hour. They’re ancient, some of them. Very fragile.’

At the sight of the shelves, Bo’s heart lifted. ‘There’s so many of them!’ she said.

‘London is a city of song,’ replied Miss Cressant.

‘True enough,’ said Kimble. ‘These are the rules, ladies: no eating, no drinking, and absolutely no touching the pages with bare fingers. There’s gloves for you.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ said Bo.

‘We never normally let people touch them,’ Kimble said, winking at Miss Cressant.

Miss Cressant frowned, and Bo knew the man had made a mistake. He cleared his throat. ‘They’re full of secrets,’ he went on knowingly.

‘We aren’t looking for a secret,’ said Miss Cressant shortly. ‘Her Majesty is not interested in secrets.’

Bo whipped her head towards Miss Cressant. Her Majesty? What on earth did she mean?

Miss Cressant was pointedly not looking at Bo.

Kimble nodded. ‘And I do hope Her Majesty finds what she needs.’

‘Thank you, Mr Kimble,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘We will see you in an hour.’

The door closed, and the man was gone. Bo turned to Miss Cressant. ‘Her Majesty? Miss, what did you tell them?’

Miss Cressant stalked to the table and placed down her bag. She thrust on a pair of gloves, jamming her fingers briskly into each hole. ‘I told them that we’re working for the Queen.’

Bo gaped. ‘The Queen of England?’

‘The very same,’ said Miss Cressant. She walked towards the middle bookshelf and began lugging off volumes, piling them high on the table. ‘Close your mouth, Bo. It’s unseemly. And don’t look so shocked. I told them that you and I are musicians at the royal court – singers, to be precise – and that we are under instruction from the Queen to find her old ballads of glory, to bolster the national spirit in this tiring time of war.’

Bo couldn’t help herself. She snorted. ‘That’s the silliest thing I ever heard. Look at me! Why would anyone think I—?’

Miss Cressant snapped up her head. ‘But they believed me, Bo. And that’s all that matters.’

‘I can’t even sing!’

‘I doubt your skills are going to be put to the test in a library.’

‘Can you sing, Miss Cressant?’

‘Very well, actually. But how do you think this country works, Bo?’ Miss Cressant spread her arms towards the shelves of ballads. ‘Do you think a lowly Battersea schoolteacher and one of her imps would ever be allowed to touch these things?’

‘But you’re not lowly, Miss! You’re a grown-up, and you’re clever—’

‘None of that means anything when a door is still shut in your face,’ Miss Cressant whispered. ‘But mention royalty, or fake a coat of arms – or concoct a story and offer a promise, and voilà – the door opens.’

‘You lied to them?’

‘Grown-ups lie all the time. I’m sorry I’ve turned out to be just like the rest of them.’

‘You’re not like the rest,’ said Bo stoutly.

‘Do you think the Queen will send us to the Tower?’ said Miss Cressant mischievously.

Bo laughed. ‘Maybe we’ll both be plunged into the river as punishment!’

A shadow crossed Miss Cressant’s face. ‘No. Not that. Absolutely not,’ she said.

The teacher’s moods were shifting so fast that it was hard to keep up. But Bo was glad to be here – to turn these ancient pages, to search for something that had been hidden so long ago.
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Forty-five minutes passed. The minutes ticked and the pages turned, and still the dark song hovered out of reach, on the edges of Bo’s mind. The truth was this: there were ballads for everything. Ballads for broken hearts and dramatic marriages, for lost animals, for coronations and murders – sometimes all in the same song. There were ballads of catastrophe, of floods and fires, of feasts and plagues and famines. There were ballads of the sea, and ballads of the countryside. There were ballads of the city, and those that had the river in them, and other ballads about the sunshine, and still more about the moon. There were ballads about gold, and ballads about silver. There were happy ballads, and ballads that were sad. But there was not a single ballad that contained an eclipse, and two jewels cast into the water. And there was certainly no ballad about a dead soul returning from the Thames.

Bo began to feel as if she were drowning in a world of words. She closed another volume, and felt plunging despair. Never before had she so longed to find an answer in a book!

‘It ain’t here, Miss Cressant,’ she whispered.

‘It has to be,’ Miss Cressant said, her gloved fingers fluttering rapidly through the pages of another volume. She pushed her spectacles back up the bridge of her nose. ‘Some of these songs are definitely as old as the Jewels of the Eclipse. Look at the paper they’re written on! Stained and gossamer-thin.’

‘But they ain’t about the Jewels,’ said Bo miserably.

There was a rap on the door, from the other side. ‘Five minutes,’ said Kimble.

‘Thank you,’ Miss Cressant called out. ‘You’d think they’d allow more than an hour,’ she hissed. ‘It’s ridiculous.’

Bo felt a rising panic. ‘The eclipse is two weeks away, Miss. What am I goin’ to do?’

They gazed at the mass of volumes they had already pored over. Bo reached up and opened another one.

‘It’s inevitable that on a quest one faces obstacles,’ said Miss Cressant.

‘Well, I don’t much like this obstacle,’ said Bo. ‘Looking for this ballad ain’t the same as opening your heart to the river and being given a jewel.’

Miss Cressant looked up at the bookshelves. ‘There’s three volumes left, and no time.’

Bo’s mind was racing, her heart hammering. ‘We can’t give up. Miss Cressant, I’ve got an idea. Would you – could you go and speak to Mr Kimble?’

‘Him? Why?’

‘I’ll explain later. Could you do it, d’you think?’

The teacher frowned. ‘But what do I say?’

‘Could you … sing to him?’

Miss Cressant looked astonished. ‘Could I what?’

‘Sing to him. And leave your bag with me.’

Understanding dawned on Miss Cressant’s face. ‘Ah, I see. A liar and a thief, Bo?’

Bo set her jaw and tipped her nose in the air. ‘All thieves have their reasons, Miss Cressant. Mine’s Billy.’

Miss Cressant chewed her lip, her eyes flicking to the volumes and back to the door, where, on the other side, Kimble was probably getting ready to burst in. ‘But what will your mother think?’

Bo felt stricken. Miss Cressant put up her hand. ‘It’s all right. I’ll keep them at my house! Your mother never needs to know.’

Without another word, Miss Cressant pulled open the door and left Bo with a wink.

Bo could hear laughter starting up in the corridor, Kimble’s gruff words against Miss Cressant’s melodious, low voice murmuring.

And then Miss Cressant started to sing.

Her teacher hadn’t been lying: she really could sing. It was the most beautiful voice Bo had ever heard, as pure and strong as a trained singer’s. But Bo didn’t have time to enjoy Miss Cressant’s skill, because she had less than a minute to get the unread volumes into her teacher’s bag.

But what if Mr Kimble checked the bag? It was possible he would. So instead, Bo grabbed the last three volumes and tucked them into the top of her bloomers. Together, the volumes were quite heavy and bulky, and she hoped her ribbons would keep them up. She pulled her pinafore back down and threw on her coat. Folding one arm tight across her waist to keep the volumes steady, she reached for the bag and departed, drawn to the singing outside.
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Once they were outside the library, Miss Cressant turned to her. ‘Putting them in your bloomers was a stroke of genius.’

‘Thank you, Miss!’

The black-painted door had closed in their faces, and Miss Cressant and Bo were leaning against the wall beside it. Bo felt triumphant and a little giddy. She stared at the volumes in her hands. They were bound in blue leather, and they looked strange in the daylight, as if they didn’t belong outside. But the Ballad of the River had to be in there, somewhere. They were so close to the last piece of the puzzle.

As if she understood this too, Miss Cressant lifted the cover of the top volume. ‘We should probably look at them now,’ she said.

It was an extremely tempting idea, but Bo knew she couldn’t.

‘I’ve been away from home longer than I said I’d be, Miss. I don’t want Mum goin’ lookin’ for me, talkin’ to Eddie’s mum—’

‘I understand.’

‘So will you have a look through these, and tell me on Monday if you’ve found anything?’

Two spots of pink bloomed on Miss Cressant’s cheeks. ‘Of course I will. I’m honoured to be given the job.’

Bo nodded. ‘And … seein’ as you made the appointment here, Miss Cressant – I s’pose if there’s nothin’ in them, you could just bring them back and tell Mr Kimble it was a mistake? Or you could say I nicked ’em and did a runner?’

Miss Cressant shook her head. ‘I’d never do that. The library has your name, written in their book! They might come and find you, and then what?’

‘Don’t worry about me,’ said Bo proudly. ‘Think about what’s happenin’ to Muncaster. People who come after me seem to fall like flies.’

‘Quite.’ The teacher gave her a grim smile. ‘Bo … Can I tell you something?’

‘Of course, Miss,’ said Bo.

‘I haven’t had this much fun since I was a girl. So thank you.’

Bo’s heart swelled. ‘Even if we don’t get the ballad this time,’ she said, ‘I’m glad you said yes to helpin’ me.’

Miss Cressant beamed. ‘Oh, Bo. I’m glad too.’



Miss Cressant said she had other errands to run in the city, so the two of them parted ways, and Bo hopped up the spiral steps at the back of the number 19 omnibus, to sit on top in the open air. She paid the conductress for her ticket, tucked her chin into her scarf, and wondered what Harry was doing, this same minute.

As the omnibus trundled over Battersea Bridge, Bo felt a familiar mix of freedom and belonging, which she experienced whenever she was near the river. With the wind in her hair, she felt as if she were flying over the oldest, most magical pathway in the whole of the city. And maybe with the river’s help, Billy’s mother was to be soon within their reach.



Some twenty minutes later, she was running down Gladstone Street, bursting with the secret of her afternoon. Eddie was missing out on so much – but that’s his choice, Bo thought. Still, she glanced up at his window and couldn’t help wondering what he was up to. They’d always spent Saturdays together – making plans grand and small, or playing marbles on the pavement, or chalk games or park walks.

I’ll go and see him tomorrow, she thought. Try and make up.

When Bo saw the bicycle, propped against the wall of her house, at first she didn’t understand what it was doing there. She didn’t know anybody who rode a bicycle.

And then she saw the telegram boy.

He was coming out of her house.

He was walking towards her.

Bo stepped away from his bicycle. The boy was staring at the pavement, refusing to meet her eye. She did not allow herself to understand what the telegram boy was doing at her house, on a Saturday evening.

Because to understand why he was here, at number 4 Gladstone Street, would be to die.

Bo couldn’t move. The telegram boy kicked on his pedals, and he didn’t look back. He vanished, and was gone from her life forever.

She felt light-headed. On the threshold of her short garden path an invisible line had been drawn. Bo could almost see it. She was on one side – this side, out in the street, standing with her old life. But up there, by her front door, over the step and inside her house – in the parlour right now – a great darkness was spreading. She could feel it – like water, inching towards her feet.

I could run, she thought. I could run and run and never go in. And I would never have to know.

But Bo already knew. The front door ahead was ajar, and she walked slowly, as if her feet were weighted. The edges of her vision began to speckle, and a strange, high ringing sound started in her ears.

She pushed the door further open. The house was silent. She walked in – and it was a new house, a strange and cold house. She turned, and saw her mother in the parlour, sitting in a chair by the table. Naomi was completely still, and her hands were in her lap, not folded, but as if they had simply dropped there and she could no longer lift them up.

On the table before her lay the telegram.

‘Has he written?’ Bo said, and her voice did not sound like her voice. It sounded as if someone else were speaking for her, from a place very far away.

Naomi Delafort looked up at her daughter, and for the rest of Bo’s life, she would never forget that look. Around the parlour, the ghosts of their lives began to rise – the air was thick with them as they moved around the table, as they shifted, sighed and rustled: childhood memories and laughter, and tears and dinners and teas and fights – the normal days and normal nights of the Delaforts were turning and twisting themselves into something so heavy and dark that Bo thought they’d drown her.

She felt as if she were being pulled to the floor. She leaned back with all her might against the parlour door, willing everything to stop.

‘Harry,’ her mother said.

It sounded as if she were being strangled.

‘My boy,’ she said.

Somehow, Bo managed to move towards her mother. She looked down at the thin piece of paper, and allowed her eyes to see what had been typed upon it.



Regret to inform you Pte Harry Delafort died of wounds 20th October. Field Marshal Haig expresses his sympathy.



The parlour vanished. Bo closed her eyes on her brother’s name and found herself inside of it, motionless but falling, as if something had sent her flying deep into the beauty of his life. The fact of him, the truth of him – his face and voice and soul – flooded Bo’s body until she almost choked. She could feel him as if he were reaching towards her through walls of silent water, and all of his life was shimmering beneath it. She could almost reach out and touch him.

Bo’s legs gave way.

With her cheek pressed against the old parlour rug where Harry’s feet had always stood, she heard a wail, the worst sound from her mother’s mouth that she had ever heard.

Their boy. Her brother, her son.

Harry Delafort was gone.


IV

A LIFE SO BRIGHT AND BRIEF
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Avery Charbonnier looked exhausted. It was not easy, Billy supposed, caring for such a difficult patient. She was holding a cup of tea and pacing around Muncaster’s room, her pale pink skirts swishing against the bedposts. She seemed restless and preoccupied – but Muncaster, in his checked pyjamas and rather moth-bitten mustard velvet dressing gown, was lying back against his battered pillows, half oblivious. Billy watched through the open crack of the door. The mysterious Arthur had not made any other appearances in Muncaster’s delirium, and Billy was glad of it.

It was the morning of the tenth of November. Muncaster had become gaunt from not eating enough, and from fighting with his fevers. His moustache was now a beard, as tangled and unkempt as one of the shrubs in his garden. His eyes looked haunted, and sweat beaded the sallow expanse of his forehead. Back and forth went Avery, glancing at her fiancé, twisting the end of her blonde plait round and round her index finger. Even the endless click of her heels managed to irritate Billy, setting his teeth on edge.

Billy hadn’t seen Bo since they’d found the Brightest Sun two weeks ago, and he was beginning to worry. It was not like the last time they’d been apart, when the hours and days had seemed to slip through his fingers. This time, he’d even taken a trip to number 4 Gladstone Street, but Bo’s curtains were drawn, and no one seemed to be coming or going. In fact, her house looked more shuttered up than Muncaster Hall ever did. Billy had wanted to knock on Bo’s door, but he was frightened that it might be her mother who opened it. How would he explain himself? He wasn’t a pupil at Gladstone School and he was practically dressed in rags.

When he’d turned away from the top of Bo’s garden path, he’d noticed a boy his own age at the window of the house opposite. The boy had been puffy-eyed and pale, lost in his own world as he stared at Bo’s house. His expression had made Billy nervous. Something was wrong. Something bad had happened.

Billy was at a loss how to reach his friend. The river had brought them together – but if Bo was never at the river these days, what was he supposed to do?

‘There’s something strange happening,’ Avery said to Muncaster, breaking Billy’s thoughts. ‘I don’t understand it, Frederick. I’m frightened for you.’

Trying to push himself up from his stupor, Muncaster weakly batted the air. ‘What are you talking about? I have a cold, and I’m getting better.’

‘Better?’ said Avery, in her high, sing-song voice. ‘A cold—?’

‘Avery,’ he interrupted. ‘I have to get her. I have to catch the Battersea girl.’

Avery stopped walking. She clutched the teacup handle, her knuckles turning white. Billy thought she might snap it off. ‘You are not a kidnapper, Frederick,’ she said. ‘Forget her, forget the Jewels of the Eclipse, I beg you. Think of your health.’

Muncaster collapsed back on his pillows. ‘At least let me read today’s newspaper,’ he croaked.

‘Here,’ said Avery, smoothing it out where he had bunched it up at the bottom of his bed. Just as she was about to hand it over, she froze, looking at the front page. ‘Frederick,’ she murmured. ‘Did you know?’

‘Know what?’ he snapped.

‘Tomorrow’s the eclipse. Right there. Middle column. London Awaits Tomorrow’s Eclipse.’

‘What’s that got to do with anything?’

‘The Jewels, Frederick,’ Avery said, her voice suddenly husky. ‘Don’t they need to be used with an eclipse?’

‘If you’re a superstitious mudlark, they probably do,’ he scoffed.

‘Exactly,’ said Avery, looking pale. ‘The girl.’

Outside Muncaster’s bedroom door, Billy felt faint. Tomorrow. He and Bo had almost run out of time. They had the Jewels, but no ballad to tell them how to bring back a soul!

Bo had made a mudlark promise to help him bring back his mother, so why was she ignoring him, when she was the one who told him the eclipse was coming in the first place? Where had she gone?

‘What if the Battersea girl believes all that rubbish that the river will open?’ Avery went on. ‘What if she throws your Eclipsing Moon back in the water?’

Muncaster sat up. ‘My fortune!’ he hissed. ‘What if she throws my fortune away?’

Avery appeared to be thinking. ‘Calm yourself, my love. The only thing you have to do is rest. Here.’ She reached to his bedside and handed him a cup of tea. ‘Drink this.’

Muncaster sniffed it. ‘What is it?’

‘Camomile, of course – from your garden.’

‘Again? I wonder there’s any left. You’re pulling up my garden by its roots.’ With a clawlike hand, Muncaster took the cup and sipped at it. ‘See?’ he said. ‘I’m drinking.’

Avery perched awkwardly on the edge of the rickety chair by his bed. ‘My dearest,’ she soothed. ‘You have refused the services of a nurse. You will not see another doctor. And you’ve dismissed Cook. But you need me now, Frederick.’

‘What would you know about it?’ Muncaster sputtered, but Billy could see it was mostly for show.

Avery closed her eyes, as if she were letting his words sink to a deep place inside her, where she burned them alive and turned them to ash. She opened her eyes and gave him a wide smile. ‘Frederick, I see no other option. I’m going to help you get the Jewels, but to do it, we’ve got to be married. Now.’

He stared at her. ‘What?’

‘Then I can live in this house, as your wife! No more visits. I’ll be here all the time, to help with your recovery.’

‘I don’t need—’

‘To restore your wealth, you do need me here. Look at you, Frederick. You must let me help you find the Jewels!’

Billy held his breath. Married! More kitten embroideries and lily of the valley. More cups of camomile tea!

Muncaster took another sip.

‘I do feel weak,’ he said eventually, closing his eyes. ‘In fact, I have felt more unwell these past weeks than at any other time in the whole of my life.’

‘You have always been so strong,’ said Avery softly. ‘So fierce. But I’ll make everything better, put everything right. You wait and see.’

Muncaster opened his eyes. ‘I suppose being married might be useful,’ he said. ‘Though I’d hoped to be able to look after you better than this.’

‘It doesn’t matter, dearest,’ Avery soothed. ‘We have each other.’

Grimacing, Muncaster put his china cup on his bedside table, which was littered with papers and books. ‘Very well,’ he said.

‘Then that’s settled,’ said Avery, placing her little hand on his. ‘You will have it all, Frederick. There’s still time.’

At her touch, Muncaster closed his eyes again. He seemed sleepy. ‘I saw a boy,’ he murmured. ‘In this room. There was a boy.’

Avery stilled her hand. ‘A boy? Here?’ Her brow furrowed. She cast a sharp glance around her, and Billy shrank back from the doorway, into the shadows of the corridor.

‘Hard to say his age,’ Muncaster rambled on. ‘Told me he was from the kitchen. But he looked like a Muncaster, and no Muncaster I recall has ever been a kitchen boy.’

Billy felt himself going cold. ‘You were dreaming,’ said Avery.

‘No. In my dreams I see other people. People I have wronged.’

Avery leaned in. ‘But who could you have possibly wronged?’

Muncaster did not answer. He gripped his fiancée’s fingers. ‘Am I going to die here?’ he whispered, his voice shaking. ‘I think I am.’

‘You’re not going to die here,’ said Avery. ‘We’re going to get married, and bring the Jewels of the Eclipse back to Muncaster Hall. The finest wedding present! I shall go and fetch the priest.’



That same afternoon, there were two arrivals on the doorstep of Muncaster Hall: Avery Charbonnier’s trunk, the top of it daubed with the initials A.C., and a priest. He was short and nondescript, and Billy didn’t think he had a particularly priestly air. Billy shrank away, not wanting to be seen, but the fellow seemed so nervous, and so keen to be done quickly, that he wasn’t looking around the dark corners of Muncaster Hall.

The letters of Avery’s trunk were faded, the paint flaked and chipped. She was insistent that the trunk should not leave her sight. The priest helped her carry it inside.

‘This is heavy,’ he said to her.

‘Oh, is it?’ said Avery gaily. ‘I suppose it’s a lot of dresses.’

The trunk looked as if it had once been covered with travelling labels, but they’d all been ripped off, leaving only their outlines where the sun had faded the leather around them. Billy would have liked to have discovered more about these now lost places where Avery had been before she came to Muncaster Hall. It was hard to match her kitten-embroidering, simpering self with the adventures a travelling trunk afforded. Avery had always behaved like the kind of person who hadn’t seen further than the shops of Westminster, and yet here was this trunk.

Muncaster and Avery’s marriage ceremony did not take long. Muncaster had at least combed his hair, but had not shaved his overgrown beard, and he looked quite bizarre and wolfish, sitting up in bed in his mustard dressing gown, his giant paw of a hand holding Avery’s delicate little one, as the priest read the wedding vows and Muncaster placed a ring upon her finger.

‘In sickness and in health, until death us do part,’ Muncaster murmured.

‘Until death us do part. I will not leave your side,’ Avery whispered to him, her grey eyes glittering.

The priest cleared his throat. He pronounced them husband and wife, congratulated the newlyweds, and promptly left.



From the far corner of the first-floor landing, Billy watched as Avery stood on the threshold of her new room. She seemed excited, and Billy caught a glimpse of her flushed cheeks, her eyes shining as she closed her door, and he heard her moving back and forth, unpacking her belongings. He pictured endless dresses of silk and chiffon in pastel shades, and satin slippers for her small and restless feet.

But when he put his eye to the keyhole, the room was extremely neat. Avery was seated at her new dressing table, the river beyond her through the window. She was breathing heavily and seemed overwhelmed by something. To her left, there lay what seemed to be the small and crumpled body of a reddish, long-haired animal.

Billy narrowed his eyes, trying to understand what he was seeing, to work out what on earth it was. The thing wasn’t moving, so he was fairly sure she hadn’t smuggled in a real kitten. It didn’t look like a fox stole either. Avery didn’t seem like the kind of woman who wore furs.

Whatever it was, Avery had placed one hand on it as if to steady herself, and had dipped her head over what looked like a newspaper cutting.

The article about the eclipse! Billy thought.

But as she lifted it up, he saw that the cutting was old and thin, made of paper so fine that the light shone through it. It was small, only three short columns of text and a thumb-sized photograph, and Billy was too far away to read it or see what the picture contained. Avery was staring at it, her jaw set, her usually soft face now hard and unsmiling.

To Billy’s surprise, she kissed the cutting lightly, laid it on her dressing table and put her palm upon it, taking a deep breath. Then she folded it carefully, and tucked it back into the trunk.

Avery seemed about to pull out another item, but she froze, turning her head towards the door, her eyes on the keyhole.

‘Hello?’ she said, her voice sharp. ‘Is there someone there?’ She closed the trunk and got to her feet, making for the door. ‘Frederick, dear, you shouldn’t be out of bed,’ she said, her voice now sweeter. ‘Or are you the boy from the kitchen?’

Billy didn’t wait. Avoiding the creaks, he ran swiftly away down the staircase. In the empty basement, he sat alone at the ancient table, and stared into the wildness of Muncaster’s garden. You’re pulling up my garden by its roots, Muncaster had complained.

Billy thought about the camomile bush, about Avery’s trunk. A newspaper cutting, dearly held. A strange, slumped little animal by her side. What could it all mean?

But, above everything, he thought about tomorrow. For tomorrow was the eclipse! Bo was avoiding him and she had the Jewels. If there was any chance of seeing his mother, the only thing that could help him now was the river.

With no more hesitation, Billy snuck out of the kitchen door.
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It was Bo who found Billy that day. She simply couldn’t be in her house any more.

Her mum was spending every day in Harry’s room, sitting there for hours, running her fingers over the sheets of his bed. Harry’s pillow had become his gravestone, his small case of books a totem revealing his own story, showing his mother in their words the young man he’d decided to become. Bo kept finding her in Harry’s bed in the morning, fully dressed, clutching his childhood bear, with the books scattered around her. Naomi’s sewing machine had fallen silent. The clothes she’d taken in to mend were abandoned, full of holes. Naomi would peer outside through the window of the bedroom as if the world beyond were not for her. There was to be no such thing as mending invisibly, ever again.

Billy was standing at the edge of the water and he turned at the sound of Bo’s boots crunching on the foreshore.

‘There you are,’ she said. As if he’d always been there. As if he’d never left. Late afternoon, lowest tide at Battersea Bridge, the tenth of November. The last day before the eclipse.

The children stared at each other, and Bo saw the understanding in Billy’s eyes. She didn’t even need to speak before he got his answer.

‘Harry,’ he said.

She nodded. Her voice was rusty, out of practice. She’d barely spoken since the telegram had come. There was nothing to say, so what was the point? She’d felt bleached of emotion. Numb inside her skin, within her heart. She’d barely slept and had waded through the days blindly. She hadn’t been to school for two weeks. She hadn’t opened the front door to anyone, not even Eddie and his mum.

‘We didn’t find out for a week,’ she said. ‘He’d been dead for a week, and we didn’t even know. He died of wounds. But I don’t know what that means.’

Billy slumped on a piece of driftwood. ‘I’m so sorry. Words aren’t enough.’

Bo turned her face to the river. ‘I know.’

‘How is your mother?’

‘Bad.’

‘How’s Eddie?’

‘Eddie?’

‘He knew Harry too, didn’t he – all your lives?’

Bo wrapped her coat tightly around her body, remembering. Two weeks ago, late in the evening, after the telegram, Eddie had come. Standing on the garden path, clutching Harry’s football. His look of shock, his red-rimmed eyes. Seeing her brother’s football, Bo had felt an immediate uprush of pain – and then, from nowhere, terrifying – a hot streak of anger. Why had Eddie brought it?

Mum’s comin’ over with lamb chops, he’d said, his voice shaky.

Why? Bo had said.

Because you two have to eat, Eddie had replied, placing the football gently between them.

How was anyone supposed to eat? To live with this? Harry’s absence was unfathomable. It had ripped open a pain that would never be healed, understood or accepted. The seconds of these new days without him felt like thick and airless centuries.

‘Eddie doesn’t understand,’ she said to Billy.

Billy looked up at her. ‘No one does,’ he said. ‘That’s part of the pain.’

At this, for the first time since Harry’s telegram, Bo let herself unfold. She let the tears come – heavy, hard, gut-wrenching tears.

Billy stood up from the driftwood. She buried her face in his shoulder, and wept.



The light was fading fast, and soon it would be dark, but Bo wanted to walk, so Billy took her hand, and they set off in the direction of Vauxhall.

Bo was reminded of how cool Billy’s skin was, how he had the river on him and in him, more than anyone she’d ever met. Being close to him, she felt her spirit lift a tiny bit for the first time since the telegram.

For a while, they walked in silence, each of them feeling a strange mingling of relief and apprehension – relief for the sense of being with someone who completely understood the loss they both knew, and apprehension for their unfinished business.

‘I know you must have been worried,’ she said quietly. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve still got the Jewels. Did you think I’d run away?’

‘No,’ said Billy. ‘I know you wouldn’t do that. But I was worried about you. I went to your house.’

She looked surprised. ‘You did?’

‘I knew something was wrong.’ Billy seemed to hesitate. ‘Bo … Do you remember what’s happening tomorrow? I’d understand if you forgot.’

‘Forgot what?’

Billy took a deep breath. ‘The eclipse.’

Bo stopped walking. ‘The eleventh? Tomorrow’s the eleventh?’

He nodded. ‘The sky’s going to go dark, Bo. And we haven’t got the ballad.’

Bo let her hand drop from Billy’s. ‘Billy, I’m so sorry – I lost track of time, I—’

Billy held up his hand to calm her. ‘Bo, it’s all right. Maybe we’ll never know what the river is capable of. Maybe that was the point all along?’

‘No,’ she said, trying to pull herself together. ‘No. We’ve still got the Jewels, Billy. The river chose us. There must still be time.’

‘But we don’t have the ballad! Don’t you think it’s too risky to join the Jewels without it? Something wrong happened last time they were joined together, I’m sure of it. And the mudlarks believed the ballad was the key to understanding it all. Without it, the eclipse will come and go, and you and me will stay the same.’ He lifted his arm towards the water. ‘Walking along this river until we’re very old.’

‘I can’t imagine us old,’ she said.

Billy gave her a sad smile. ‘Me neither.’

Bo stared out at the water, at the boat traffic going to and fro. She thought about Miss Cressant, wondering if her teacher had been poring over the ballad books in her absence. It was their only hope. She closed her eyes, picturing the figure on the riverbank in the last vision, howling as the Jewels had disappeared into the water.

‘Maybe somethin’ did go wrong once, Billy,’ she said, opening her eyes. ‘But even if we don’t know what it was exactly, it doesn’t mean it has to go wrong again. Tell me. What’s been goin’ on with Muncaster?’

‘He’s still sick. He and Avery got married today.’

‘Married!’

‘And she’s moved in, and taken a room overlooking the river. She’s got this trunk, and it’s full of her secrets, I just know it. She has a newspaper cutting inside it.’

‘A newspaper cuttin’?’

‘And she has a weird animal in there.’

‘What, like a tropical lizard or somethin’?’

‘No, nothing like that. It wasn’t moving. It was hairy.’

‘Maybe she’s a witch.’

‘I don’t think witches wear lavender silk and do kitten embroideries. At least, not the witches I’ve ever heard of.’

‘It’s 1918,’ said Bo. ‘I’m sure witches have had to be adaptable.’

‘But there’s more. A couple of weeks ago, I went up to Muncaster’s room when he was in one of his fevers, and he mistook me for someone called Arthur.’

Bo frowned. ‘Who’s Arthur?’

‘I don’t have a clue! But Muncaster seemed terrified about it. Arthur? Is that you? Come out and face me! Are you come for your vengeance? He said that he didn’t mean for it to happen, that he had a fortune to restore. I’ve never seen him like that! He was asking for forgiveness. Imagine, Bo. Muncaster, asking for forgiveness!’

Bo was wide-eyed. ‘Then what happened?’

‘Well, I didn’t have much choice. I had to speak to him. I told him that I wasn’t Arthur, that I was Billy from the kitchen. And the thing is –’ Billy took a deep breath – ‘he thought I was a Muncaster.’

‘A member of his own family?’

‘That’s right,’ said Billy, looking uncomfortable.

Bo stood back to assess him. ‘Maybe you’re a distant cousin?’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Do you feel like a Muncaster?’

‘I don’t feel like I belong anywhere.’

‘I can see it, actually, now I think about it. The dark hair. The handsomeness.’

‘The handsomeness?’ Billy grinned.

Bo felt a blush creeping across her cheeks. She was glad the daylight had almost completely gone. ‘It’s odd all right, but it’s still just a mistake.’

The lamplights up on the bridge lit against Billy’s wild hair, his green-gold eyes.

Put them together, the river whispered to her. Its voice was swirling deep inside her head, greenish and gold, just like Billy.

‘Say that again,’ said Bo.

‘It’s talking to you, isn’t it?’ he said.

She nodded, feeling nervous at the swirling in her stomach. She thought of the thief in the last vision, the shadowy figure at the water’s edge. They’d put the Jewels together too, Bo was sure of it. And look what had happened after that. Nothing good, it seemed.

Billy looked at her quizzically. ‘Why can’t I hear it too?’

Together, the river whispered in Bo’s ears. River girl, place one jewel upon the other!

Bo frowned, staring at the darkening water. River girl – she was sure she’d heard that phrase before, but there was no time to think about it now. The river was guiding her, and whatever had happened in the last vision, she had to trust it.

The voice died away, and she reached into her pocket to pull out the two Jewels of the Eclipse. Rubies, pearls and emeralds, gold and silver, shining and dancing in the dark on the south shore of the Thames.

‘I brought these with me because I was hopin’ I’d find you, Billy,’ she said. ‘Last time you and me met, you said you were scared of them. Are you scared of them now?’

Billy looked her in the eye. ‘I’ve been more scared at the thought of not seeing you again.’

‘I feel the same. Billy, we need to put them together – now. It’s what the river wants.’

His eyes were wide. ‘But it’s not the eclipse yet!’

‘I know. But the river told me, Billy. And it’s never been wrong for me.’ She bent down, sloshing river clay and water over both Jewels. She looked up at him. ‘Trust me. We have to do it. We don’t have the ballad, so what have either of us got left to lose?’

Billy stared down at her, and in that moment he looked to Bo as if all the layers of his life were swirling against each other like timeless currents.

‘All right,’ he whispered.

Bo took a deep breath, and placed the Eclipsing Moon on top of the Brightest Sun.

‘They fit perfectly,’ she breathed.

Beyond in the water, Bo heard the river’s voice coming to her again. I will not lose what can’t be lost!

‘I will not lose what can’t be lost,’ she repeated out loud, following the words on the joined Jewels.

To her astonishment, as the dark night gathered around them, the Jewels began to glow unnaturally bright, as if they were lit from within, illuminating the inky black foreshore.

Billy gasped. ‘It’s just like in the last vision!’

‘It’s a different power,’ she whispered. ‘Put your hands on and feel it.’

Billy placed his shaking fingers on the edge of the joined discs. ‘If you get too sick—’

‘I’ll be fine,’ said Bo, but she felt a sharp yank within herself, as the light of the Jewels suddenly drenched the night sky in dazzling brightness. The city vanished and the wind began to howl. She felt herself being lifted beyond the life she knew down here, and time began to race, and she soared over the river, flying higher and faster than she had ever thought possible.

As she closed her eyes tighter than she ever had before, she heard the woman’s voice from the first vision, going round and round in her head – Tell me truly, will they work? She saw a flash of the garden from the second vision, and heard summer laughter fading to the picture of the third vision, the dark thief once more crouching by the riverbank. Briefly she saw the unified light of the Jewels again, dropping into the water, and that same wail began rising up and up through her body until a terrible coldness covered her – not the coldness of this November day, but something far worse. A feeling dredged from the depths of the river and left to linger on her skin.

‘Billy?’ she called above the howling wind. ‘Billy, can you hear me? Billy, are you there? What can you see?’

But this time, no answer came.

Bo might have cried out. She didn’t know. Try as she might to hold on, she could not.

Everything went dark.



When she came to, Bo realised she was lying flat on the riverbank, with Billy standing over her. The Jewels of the Eclipse had fallen from their hands, and were lying, still joined together, in the mud. They’d lost their pulsating glow, their light dimming as if they were going to rest. Billy’s river-green eyes had gone almost black, his wide pupils staring wildly. He seemed unable to speak. He looked very frightened, as if he had seen the whole story of the river, from its very beginning to its endless flow.

Bo wiped her eyes, rolling on her side to drag herself to her feet. She was covered in mud.

‘Are you all right?’ asked Billy. His voice sounded husky. ‘You must have fainted.’

Bo felt more groggy than after any of the visions that had come before. She rubbed her arms, her face, her hands, trying to warm herself up, remembering the dark, sad coldness that had covered her – a dreadful coldness of loss, sliding into nothingness. She wondered if she’d ever want any visions again. She reached down for the Jewels, pulling them roughly apart.

‘I saw all the same things,’ she said. ‘I didn’t see anything new.’

‘I did,’ Billy whispered, his voice shaking. ‘Bo, I have to go.’

‘What? No, wait – you have to tell me what you saw—’

But to her complete shock, Billy turned on his heel and began to run into the dark.

‘Billy!’ she yelled. She thought about following, but she still felt weak. She’d never catch him. And besides, she could hardly show up at Muncaster Hall in the dark like this, cold and covered in mud – to face Muncaster and Avery. It was too dangerous, especially with both Jewels of the Eclipse on her person. And she couldn’t leave her mum any longer.

Shaken, Bo put the Jewels in separate pockets. What had Billy seen?

‘Billy!’ she hollered once more into the darkness. ‘Come back!’

But he was gone, and as Bo stood there alone, it was as if he’d never been there at all.
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By the time Bo got home, she was freezing cold. Her face was pinched, her fingers were ice. She was standing in the hall, wondering if they could afford a fire, when, to her surprise, she saw there was light coming from under the parlour door, and she could hear low voices.

Bo unwound her scarf, but kept her coat on, not caring about the mud, wanting to keep the Jewels close, steeling herself for a well-meaning neighbour, come with a pie or a pudding, her mother finally unable to resist.

‘Mum?’ she called, quietly.

‘In here,’ said her mother. Naomi Delafort’s voice was weak and hard to hear. ‘There’s someone come to see you.’

Please, not Eddie, Bo thought. I can’t bear him being sad too.

She went into the parlour. The mantelpiece clock had stopped ticking. The room was not warm, and Bo was glad of her coat. A woman was sitting with her back to the door, petite and neat, a small brown woollen hat on her head. She was in her serious dark blue jacket.

It still took Bo a moment to realise Miss Cressant was sitting in her mum’s parlour.

‘Hello, Bo,’ said Miss Cressant, rising to her feet. ‘We’ve all missed you. So I thought I’d come and see how you are.’

‘Bo?’ said her mother. ‘Say something, love. It’s nice of Miss Cressant to come.’

Bo was dazed at the sight of Miss Cressant in the heart of her home, her face framed by the background of the pale yellow wallpaper. She couldn’t understand why, but it felt wrong.

‘Is the clock broken?’ she asked.

‘I’m sure it just needs to be wound up,’ said Miss Cressant gently. ‘I’m so sorry about your brother, Bo. It is a pain beyond comprehension. I know.’

‘Thank you,’ Bo managed.

‘There are no words.’ Miss Cressant placed her hand on Bo’s shoulder, with a sure touch, and she fixed Bo with a look of determination. ‘Although maybe,’ she said, her voice low enough so that Naomi could not hear, ‘there are some words that might help?’

Bo’s heart began to thump.

‘Miss Cressant told me that she’s brought you something,’ her mother said from across the table.

Bo swallowed. She hardly dared to breathe. ‘You … have?’ she said faintly. She could feel the Jewels weighing down her coat, and she saw Miss Cressant’s glance flicker to her pockets.

Miss Cressant held out a single, folded sheet of paper. Bo stared at it, believing and not believing. It looked old, as if it had been on a long journey, stained and curling at its edges.

It couldn’t be.

‘It is,’ murmured Miss Cressant, ‘exactly what you think it is. You were right to be daring. I found it in the third book.’

‘I don’t—’

‘All thieves have their reasons, Bo. Isn’t that what you said? It’s the last piece of the puzzle.’

‘What is it, sweetheart?’ asked Naomi.

Miss Cressant turned smoothly towards Bo’s mother. ‘Our class has been working on a writing assignment, Mrs Delafort,’ she said. ‘River ballads of the ages. The other pupils wanted Bo to see how they’ve been getting on. This one I felt was particularly powerful, and something Bo might like to read.’

‘A ballad?’ replied Naomi absently. ‘Well, that’s kind of the children.’

‘Mum?’ said Bo, trying to keep her voice under control. ‘Maybe you should go to bed. You need to rest. I can see Miss Cressant out.’

Her mother turned to Miss Cressant. ‘I’m so sorry. I – it’s just – since Harry, I can’t—’

‘There is no need to apologise. And no need to explain,’ Miss Cressant cut in.

It was as if she too wanted Naomi out of the room. From the tablecloth, she took up the bottle of a sleeping draught that Bo’s mother had been given by her doctor.

‘Drink this, Mrs Delafort,’ she said. ‘And don’t scrimp. Bo’s right. You need to sleep.’

Bo listened to the sound of her mum’s footsteps growing quieter up the narrow staircase. She needed to think. To read the ballad’s words carefully, to be sure it really was the Ballad of the River. But more than anything, Bo wanted to tell Billy. She glanced down at the paper, desperate to read it on her own.

‘Well, Miss,’ she began. ‘Thank you ever so much for findin’ this. But I’m quite tired myself, so if it’s all right—’

‘No, Bo,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘You won’t mind if I stay a while longer.’

It was not a request.

Miss Cressant began to walk slowly beside the mantelpiece, running a single finger along it as she looked at the framed photograph of Bo’s dad, at Harry’s letter. She straightened the candlestick that Harry had pulled out of the river.

Bo’s fingers itched. She didn’t want Miss Cressant to touch any of it.

Miss Cressant readjusted her spectacles and checked her watch. She wound up the carriage clock to the correct time. But still it would not tick. She turned towards Bo, and spoke quietly and urgently. ‘When I lost my brother, I felt exactly as you do now. There’s no point pretending I didn’t.’

‘Miss—’

‘I was twelve years old. He was twenty. My only family. I had to build a new world, Bo. And I did.’ Miss Cressant touched the garnet brooch at her throat. ‘And now, so will you.’

Bo shook her head. ‘I can’t do that, Miss.’

Miss Cressant pointed to the ballad in Bo’s hands. ‘Are you so sure?’

‘What do you mean, Miss?’

‘You haven’t read it yet. Read it aloud, and then you’ll understand.’

Bo blinked at her. Something was niggling in her mind. Something about the tea room, something Miss Cressant had said when she looked through the window. Something the river had whispered to her, two weeks after …

‘There’s barely any time left,’ Miss Cressant said, breaking into Bo’s thoughts. ‘The eclipse is tomorrow. You do realise that?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you do want to see this through to the end, don’t you?’ Miss Cressant went on. ‘One beloved soul, back from the dead?’

Bo found herself wishing that Eddie was here. She wanted her best friend’s familiar presence, to help her see this clearly. Her teacher was pacing backwards and forwards, waiting impatiently for Bo to begin.

There was no Eddie, and no Billy, and so Bo saw no remedy. She cleared her throat, and looked down at the handwriting. It was called ‘The Ballad of the River’, and Bo began to read.



Half an hour later, Bo was finally alone. She sat in the dark of the parlour, lit only by the candle in Harry’s candlestick. Her heart was beating hard, her mind was reeling. She had read the Ballad of the River, and she understood it. She understood everything now.

Miss Cressant had left the house with a promise between them – that they would meet tomorrow by the river, to wait for the eclipse.

Bo closed her eyes. In one way, both Muncaster and the old mudlarks had been right about the Ballad of the River. It did explain everything. It threw light on the dark patches of rumour and speculation, finally making everything clear.

In another way though, all of them had been quite wrong. The Ballad of the River wasn’t a treasure map, as Muncaster’s ancestors had thought. And nor was it quite what the mudlarks had believed either: a guide on how to ask the river to bring back one beloved soul.

It was something even deeper than that. Something even more powerful.

What exactly the Ballad of the River explained – what real truth lay within its verses – was not what Bo had been expecting.

It seemed impossible. It couldn’t be.

Trembling, Bo reached for the ballad again. In the deep quiet of the night, she let the words of the long-lost river song run before her eyes once more.

She’d heard the river perfectly earlier. River girl, it had said to her. Place one jewel upon the other!

And it was here, in black and white, in these verses of the ballad held in Bo’s shaking fingers. It was written that she was the river girl, the one to find the Jewels again.

The Ballad of the River had sung of Bo’s coming, in a story of love, and a story of loss. And centuries later, she had indeed come, pulling the Eclipsing Moon out of the river mud. On that early morning in August by Battersea Bridge, she would never have imagined her life would come to this. That she would be chosen to give the Jewels back to the river for a reason that no one – not Muncaster, not the mudlarks, and not even herself or Billy – had predicted.

In the darkness of the parlour, Bo felt her chest filling with a sob. The story of the ballad belonged to someone else.

But how that story was going to end was up to her.

Held in Bo’s hands were the words she had to call out to the river tomorrow, under the eclipse. The ballad was telling her what she had to do.

But what Bo ought to do and what Bo wanted to do, she realised, were not the same thing.

Shaken and frightened, she folded the ballad’s secrets away again, and placed them in her pocket, making her way slowly up to bed. For what felt like hours, she tossed and turned. It was the thought of Miss Cressant that was keeping her from sleep.

And then Bo realised

what it was that Miss Cressant had said to her in the tea room before they went to the library.

You’re the river girl.

How had Miss Cressant known to call Bo the river girl – if they hadn’t yet found the ballad?

With a jolt, Bo sat up straight, staring at the moon through the window beyond her curtains. She remembered Miss Cressant’s fumbling with her purse over the tea things, the way she tried to hide with a smile the words she’d let slip, to brush them away with compliments.

You’re the river girl.

Suddenly Bo knew what she had to do. Before she went to the river tomorrow morning – before the eclipse turned the day dark – there was somewhere else she had to go.

Tomorrow, the eleventh of November, was going to be the hardest day of her life.
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Across the river on the north shore, sure-footed yet noiseless, Billy was moving through the shadows of Muncaster Hall. He strained his ears for any sound of Muncaster upstairs, but there was nothing. He could not hear Avery either. Perhaps she was out – but where would a person go on a dark, cold November night like this?

He didn’t have time to think about it. There was barely any time left.

Billy felt light and strange, as if his limbs were beginning to turn to water, as if the floor beneath his feet were shifting, connecting him to the surge of the river beyond the garden wall.

The river was calling to him in a way it never had before. But he wasn’t ready to hear it, not yet. He needed to be sure of what he’d seen in his last vision on the foreshore, his fingertips touching both the Eclipsing Moon and the Brightest Sun.

The proof was inside the portrait room.

It was the inside of this room that had come to Billy on the foreshore. Bo must have fainted before the vision had become clear. She hadn’t been meant to see. It was a vision the Jewels had kept for him alone.

Billy had never liked this room, and now he knew why.

As his hand touched the door, he pushed down an overwhelming wave of sadness. He took a deep breath, and turned the handle.

The portrait room was very dark. Lighting a candle, Billy lifted the flame upwards. Generations of Muncaster faces hung haphazardly on the panelling, from the ceiling to just below his eyeline. It was as if they had been waiting for him, to see if Billy would finally understand who – and more importantly, what – he was.

On tiptoes, Billy moved around the room, examining them. Grand old dames and gentlemen in ruffs. Younger maidens. Babies in lace and well-dressed lads, a single earring dangling from an earlobe. Sitting, standing, hands on hips, staring down at Billy as if they were looking at him through the sight of a gun.

So many dark green eyes.

And the thing was: Billy knew these people. He had never left this house, and he had known them all. He knew their names, he realised: and more than that, he could remember which of them liked candied fruit, and who among them could sing like an angel; who had a bad temper, and who had always forgotten to feed the guard dogs.

There were no guard dogs in this house any more. But Billy remembered them too.

This realisation sent shivers through him. His head began to swim.

How long? he wondered. How long?

Muncaster’s words ran through his head: If you’re not a Muncaster, then neither am I.

Suddenly he heard the front doors opening.

‘Frederick?’ said a voice.

It was Avery; Billy could hear her exhaling heavily, believing herself to be alone.

Quickly he blew out his candle and waited in the dark. He moved towards the door and watched as Avery removed her hat and coat, pulling off her gloves with an unfamiliar, surgical precision. She seemed weary but pleased. She removed something from the top of her blouse and slipped it into her pocket.

Bo had said that maybe Avery was a witch, but Billy knew she wasn’t. She was, however, no longer the woman who’d first arrived in Muncaster’s life, the simpering and quiet fiancée whose family was nowhere to be seen, who was willing to devote herself to Muncaster’s every need. Ever since Muncaster had fallen sick, Avery had become stronger.

Right now, she almost looked as if she owned the house.

Avery turned to the hallway mirror, tidying her long blonde hair from where the hat had flattened it. Billy thought such attention was a bit pointless, given she was only going to go upstairs to sleep, but he supposed she had always been someone who paid attention to detail.

She sang softly under her breath as she climbed the stairs. She seemed happy, even, not seeming to care that she might wake Muncaster. She had a lovely voice.

Once he was sure she was safely upstairs, Billy waited two beats, lit his candle again and then resumed his walk around the portrait room. He knew what he was looking for. It seemed impossible. But perhaps he had always known.

His candle flame dipped and danced until, in a dark, deeply shadowed corner among many grander paintings, Billy found the one pair of eyes that would look at him with love.

For a moment he cast his own eyes towards the ancient floor, because he could hardly bear to return the gaze.

He swallowed.

It was time to end this.

He lifted his head to meet the painting.

It was a small image, one of the oldest in the room. Inside the ancient, flaking, gilded frame were a young woman and a boy. The woman was seated in a chair, and she had long, loose dark hair, and green Muncaster eyes in her oval-shaped face. Her hands were folded, resting in her lap.

Beneath them, she was hiding something.

Billy looked closer. Two discs, peeking out between her fingers: one of silver, with little dots of red, and the other made of gold, dotted with green paint.

For emeralds, Billy thought. Red rubies and green emeralds.

They were unmistakeable. Billy, who but an hour before had been holding these discs himself, knew exactly what they were: the Jewels of the Eclipse. She was the woman of Billy’s visions, who had turned in the garden towards her child. She was also, Billy had realised, the shadowy figure by the river’s edge – not a thief at all, but a woman, desperate with grief.

His mother.

And the boy – inexplicable but undeniable – was him.

Billy cast his eye to the date at the bottom of the frame. The year it had been painted was 1418.

He closed his eyes.

‘Mother?’ he whispered – as if by calling her, he might summon her from the long-ago strokes of the artist’s brush. But there was no answer. Isobel Muncaster had been dead for hundreds of years.

And he was the impossible thing. He was the thing that had gone wrong. He was supposed to have been dead for five hundred years. But he was standing in this room.



What Billy had seen on the foreshore just as Bo fainted, as he kept clutching both Jewels of the Eclipse, was the story of his own death. The plague had taken him in 1418 – here, in this very room. Billy had indeed lost his mother – not because she had died, but because he was stuck between the living and the dead. All this time talking about bringing his mother back, and it was he who’d been lost.

In the vision he’d seen his mother, her face pale with grief, her mind towards the river. Five hundred years ago, what a plague summer it had been, when as soon as the sweating and the pain in your chest began, and your breath felt like it was being crushed out of you, you knew that time was running out. You would be lost to the ones you loved, and they to you.

Billy could taste again the crushing pain, the panicked drift to nothingness.

His mother had fallen to her knees beside his sickbed. She’d taken up his body, clutching it with all her might, swearing that somehow she would get her child back. He’d seen her bury him in the churchyard of St Paul’s, where all the Muncasters were laid to rest. He’d seen his own coffin disappearing into the dark.

The Jewels had shown Billy their full story, because their story was his.

It was his mother, Lady Isobel Muncaster, who had commissioned the Jewels of the Eclipse, out of her grief-soaked imagination. She had spent the last of her riches on an order to the finest jeweller in this city, until there was no money left. It was nothing to do with impressing the King at all. It was for a twelve-year-old boy that precious stones from across the globe had been fastened together by London’s riverbank. Lady Isobel Muncaster, choosing green emeralds for her child’s eyes, and gold for the sunlight that flecked them. Rubies for the red of Billy’s blood, and pearls for his watery spirit. Silver she chose for the shining peace that would come when he returned. She had gripped these Jewels like relics of her boy’s lost body, believing they would lead her to his soul.

Tell me truly, Billy heard her say, just as Bo had. If I put them together, will they work?

And the jeweller, an old man, replying, Lady, I make no promises. I’ve done all I can.

In her grief and desperation, perhaps Isobel had given the Jewels of the Eclipse a preciousness beyond their reach. She had called upon the celestial strength of an eclipse to carry back her boy. She had begged the river to give her a power she should not have. Perhaps she felt she had no choice? Her human heart and mind were not able to hold her pain. To face life without Billy was impossible.

And beyond the garden of Muncaster Hall, with its pristine camomile plants and well-kept apple trees – neglected since the day he’d died – Billy had seen the day go dark. He had watched his mother, like a thief in the night, offering the Jewels to the river under the darkness of the total eclipse. She had pleaded with it to open wide and give her back her boy.

Down the Jewels had sunk, and Isobel had waited as the river began to churn, as it split itself in the middle. She must have believed that what she longed for was coming true. Isobel had stretched out her arms again, ready for her one beloved soul to come back, looking everywhere for her son. Frederick Muncaster might not believe the talk of the mudlarks, but Isobel Muncaster clearly did.

Yet from the moment the Jewels had hit the water, tumbling apart in the waves, Billy had never known peace.

His mother had clutched at nothing but air, falling to her knees, howling when she realised that the river could not give her back the only thing she wanted.

But something had happened. A force unknown had dragged Billy up from his grave, as if the earth around him had been made of water. Was it the river, was it the Jewels, was it the eclipse? Maybe there was some other force that his mother could never have foreseen? Whatever it was, it wasn’t the answer she had wanted.

Billy saw himself being pushed back to the light, feeling the desperation of his mother’s love. And he watched himself become a child his mother could never touch – a shadow-boy, a lost soul wandering in search of home, doomed to wander the riverbank, never hungry, never cold, but always alone. He had seen her, reaching for him in the dark, unable to embrace him ever again.

And Isobel had seen him too. The sight of her ghost-child in the middle of the water was too much for her to bear, and she was tortured by the realisation that she would never hold him again, by the belief that if only she’d done something differently, he’d still be by her side.

As the eclipse held over London, Billy’s mother had waded deeper into the river, still calling for him, still crying out to the sky. But the river had begun to close, and eventually, exhausted, defeated, Isobel Muncaster had drowned in its waves, taking the last of her family’s riches with her.

Here Billy’s vision had ended. On the foreshore with Bo, he had let go of the Jewels of the Eclipse and run away. He could not bear to explain to her why the visions had started to feel so wrong.

Recalling all this, Billy paced the Muncaster portrait room. He thought of the ancient motto of his family. I will not lose what can’t be lost. The motto had died with his mother, until Bo Delafort had come along, helping Billy put his story back together.

Isobel had opened her heart to find Billy, not realising that her child had been inside it all along. She had tried to change the flow of time, and so Billy had been taken from where he belonged, and had become neither living nor dead.

He was a ghost.

Which is also a memory.

Which is also a figment of love.



*



Unsteadily, Billy sat in the armchair that Avery had sat in when she first heard the story of the Jewels. How long ago that felt! He knew he needed Bo. She was the only person willing to see him in this world, the only one who could help him. But Bo would rightly be asleep at this hour.

Tomorrow then, he thought. His last chance to put this right would come with the eclipse. He held his hand across his eyes. He might never feel the cold, but his heart knew pain. His mind knew what love was.

He closed his eyes, listening to the river outside, dragging itself back and forth. He allowed the sound to lull him, all of life and death, love and sorrow, coursing through him like blood. The eleventh of November would be the end of time.

In the spot where once he’d died, Billy rested his head, and allowed himself a stolen hour of sleep.
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As the sky turned a pale light blue with the breaking  dawn, Bo slipped out of her house, hoping that her escape was going unnoticed. With the Jewels and the ballad pressed deep into her pockets, she caught the first omnibus to Haymarket, to the library where Miss Cressant had taken her.

She knocked on the dark painted door, half hoping but not expecting anyone to answer at this hour, and was surprised when it opened a crack and someone peered round. But it was not Kimble, the little man who had been dressed like a chauffeur. Instead, it was a tired-looking woman in a nightshirt, her hair curled with rags, clutching an old shawl around her shoulders.

‘I’m sorry to be early, missus,’ said Bo, ‘but is the library open?’

The woman frowned. ‘The what?’

‘The library,’ Bo repeated. ‘Only I accidentally …’

Bo trailed off, seeing a spark of understanding in the woman’s eyes. And just as quickly, the woman extinguished it, her expression like a shutter going down.

‘This look like a library to you?’ she said huffily, pulling her shawl tight. ‘Wrong part of town for books, darlin’! Now, get away—’

‘But I—’

‘For the last time, this ain’t a bleedin’ library!’

Bo felt tired and irritated. ‘Well, what is it then?’ she snapped.

The woman scoffed. ‘You’ve got to be jokin’. Ain’t you never been to the theatre before? This is a stage door.’

‘A what?’

‘A – stage – door?’ the woman repeated slowly, as if Bo were stupid. ‘The back of the theatre, love. And I’m the porter. Look, it’s too cold for this nonsense—’

‘No, you don’t understand,’ said Bo. ‘I came here, with my … friend. And we had an appointment, to look through the ballads. It’s rare to be allowed to see them.’

‘All right. So who’s your friend?’

‘Alice Cressant. And the man who let us in was Mr Kimble.’

The woman took in a sharp breath, and Bo was sure she knew exactly who Alice Cressant was, and Mr Kimble too. ‘Never heard of ’em,’ she said.

‘We’re singers for the Queen …’ Bo said desperately, her cheeks flaming red.

The woman interrupted her with a raucous laugh. ‘The Queen? Oh, I’ve heard it all now. You’ve been on the sauce.’

‘I’m not drunk,’ said Bo. ‘I’m tellin’ the truth!’

She broke off, feeling miserable. In this moment of telling Miss Cressant’s lie as if it were the truth, she could hear the nonsense of it, and felt as if she were going mad.

‘God save the Queen, eh?’ said the woman, looking at Bo with a flicker of pity. To Bo’s surprise, she sighed and kicked the door wider for Bo to pass through. ‘Come in then. You’ve given me a laugh at least. Kids,’ she muttered to herself, as the door closed on them both.

The space felt so different without Miss Cressant in it, without the bossy little Mr Kimble and his book of appointments – and the promise, down the dark tunnel beyond them, of the long-lost ballad. Bo realised with unease that in one way, this woman was indeed telling her the truth. She was backstage in a theatre. There was even a sign, hammered on the wall: STAGE THIS WAY.

‘I’ll follow you,’ said the woman. ‘Don’t think I’m lettin’ you off in here on your own.’

‘Fine,’ said Bo, walking down into the darkness. She found the heavy door. It was now unlocked, and she pushed it open and pressed the electric lights.

She gasped: the room was completely transformed. No table, no bookshelf, no volumes. But it wasn’t empty. It was completely chaotic. Old theatre sets and dust sheets, discarded props and oiled ropes. And a rail, full of costumes.

‘This is a storage room, darlin’,’ the woman said. ‘Look, love – is it a bite to eat you’re after? Because even though I ain’t runnin’ a library, nor a dinin’ hall either, I’ll give you a crust of bread so you can be on your way.’

Bo whirled round, her panic rising. ‘Where is he? Where’s Kimble?’

The woman rolled her eyes. ‘Heaven save me, child, there ain’t no Kimble here.’

‘But I saw him,’ said Bo. ‘And now I’ve seen enough.’

She would never get the truth here. Kimble was gone, the books had vanished. She couldn’t even prove they’d been here in the first place. The fact was this: Miss Cressant had called Bo the river girl before she’d claimed to have found the Ballad of the River. So had Miss Cressant been in possession of this ballad all along? And if that was the case, how on earth had Miss Cressant got hold of it? And why?

Bo looked at the rail of costumes again. She thought about the very first day she’d met Miss Cressant. How the woman had dazzled her, how the seeds of Bo’s loyalty and admiration for her daring, strange new teacher had been quickly sown. Too quickly, perhaps, Bo wondered now.

Concealment, Miss Cressant had declared, that first day of the school term, is often the only weapon we have, in order to survive.

Bo was determined to get to the bottom of this. ‘I’ve got to go,’ she said.

‘And don’t come back!’ the woman yelled.

Bo ran up the tunnel into the early London morning. She began her journey towards the one place that she knew would not have vanished. The one place she had always trusted.

The river.
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Billy woke to the sounds of banging and Muncaster shouting. He leaped out of the armchair and skittered to the window. How long had he been asleep? He’d only meant to close his eyes for an hour. He checked the sky: the sun was up, but it was still morning. It looked as if it was going to be a bright and sunny day – until the eclipse came.

The moon, full and white, already in the sky, was moving slowly towards the fiery sun. The eleventh of November.

Billy’s first thought was for Bo. She didn’t know the truth about him. Somehow, he had to tell her. And he needed her. They were in this together.

‘Where is she?’ Muncaster was yelling. ‘Where’s she gone?’

Billy ran past his own portrait, out of the room and up the staircase. Muncaster was in Avery’s room, and Billy hovered on its threshold. Avery’s new husband was unsteady on his feet as he hurled items out of her trunk – dresses and blouses that Billy had never seen her wearing, papers and old leather-bound books – more than Billy had ever expected Avery might own.

‘Avery!’ howled Muncaster. ‘What have you done?’

He’s completely mad, thought Billy, his panic beginning to rise. And certainly Muncaster looked mad – his dark hair flying everywhere, those green eyes of his so wide, his mouth gnashing at the air, his hands taking great fistfuls of his wife’s belongings. There was an air of obsessive ferocity in the room that frightened Billy.

Muncaster glanced towards the doorway. ‘You again!’ he cried, and Billy froze to the spot. ‘Tell me, boy, did you see her? Where’s she gone? Stop dawdling and come and help! I think I’ve been poisoned.’

‘Poisoned, sir?’

Muncaster was on his hands and knees, fumbling around on the floorboards. He grasped at a small linen bag, embroidered with little kitten faces, and he tipped its contents on to his trembling palm.

‘That’s what I said, boy. I couldn’t understand why I wasn’t getting better, a man like me, in his prime. It wasn’t Cook’s food. And then I realised: every time I began to improve, Avery always gave me extra tea.’

‘Tea, sir?’

‘Tea this, tea that, drink up, have another cup!’ Muncaster held out his thin arms. ‘Look at what she’s done to me!’ he hissed.

Gingerly Billy approached. Resting on Muncaster’s palm was a pile of what looked like dried leaves. ‘What has she done?’ he asked.

‘Avery Charbonnier – my wife! – makes a killer pot of tea. I tell you, boy: this right here is belladonna. She laced it with sugar every time!’

‘What’s belladonna?’

‘A poison plant. Camomile, my eye,’ Muncaster muttered. ‘I curse the day she and I ever met. That woman’s been putting poison in my cup! Belladonna, grown in that wilderness of my family’s garden!’ Muncaster let out a barking laugh, baring his long teeth. ‘My mother always did tell me that I’d reap what my family sowed. I didn’t know she’d mean it literally.’

Billy pictured Avery wading through the ancient Muncaster garden towards one particular bush, her confident snips of a few leaves. The kettle boiling, as she carefully measured them into the pot. The added teaspoons of sugar to cover the taste. Her sweet insistence that Frederick Muncaster always keep himself refreshed.

‘Avery’s been trying to kill me,’ said Muncaster. ‘All those fevers, these hallucinations: she has measured them out with perfection.’ He paused, turning his head to the window, to look out at the river. ‘God knows what’s happened to my insides. I expect I’m dying.’

‘No, sir,’ Billy said aloud – but even as he said it, he thought of all those cups of tea, of how sick Muncaster had been. ‘Avery loves you, doesn’t she?’

‘Loves me?’ said Muncaster. ‘What the hell do you think love is?’

He dived back into the trunk. ‘There has to be an answer in here somewhere. A-ha!’ he cried.

He snatched up an envelope, pulling out the letter from within it. The letter looked fragile, folded and unfolded many times. Another piece of paper with it, also folded in half, fluttered to the floor. Billy could see it was the newspaper cutting that Avery had placed to her lips. There was a young man’s face in the photograph, and the second half of a headline, just a name: ARTHUR CRESSANT.

Cressant. Where had he heard that name before?

‘What does the letter say, sir?’ he asked.

But Muncaster had gone very still. Billy watched the blood draining from the man’s face. ‘No,’ he whispered, staggering back, one arm out against the wall. ‘It cannot … She isn’t … I do not … It’s impossible.’

Muncaster suddenly dropped the letter and ran towards Avery’s bed, lifting up her covers. To Billy’s utter shock, there was a flash of a blonde head hiding underneath.

‘Avery!’ Muncaster yelled.

Billy watched, horrified, as Muncaster snatched at the blonde head, lifting it easily in his hand, turning it towards the river. And then Billy realised: it was a wig – a long blonde wig, with no one in it at all. The rest of Avery Charbonnier was elsewhere. It was as if she were beginning to fall apart, shedding herself as she fled.

Muncaster looked like a man who had pulled a hidden truth from deep within his own heart, and couldn’t believe what he saw there. For a moment, he could do nothing but stare silently at the long blonde hair that Avery had so often preened and smoothed, and decorated with her lilac bow.

What is she up to? Billy wondered.

He tried to put the pieces of Avery together, but he was still in the dark. He realised that inside the trunk there were more wigs – including the red one that he had mistaken for an animal. There were dark-haired wigs, and light-haired wigs, curly and straight wigs. Avery must have got these from a theatre, he thought – for how else could a woman have so many costumes and characters to inhabit? She was clearly a woman who changed as she needed to. But why?

Muncaster let the blonde wig fall to the ancient floorboards. ‘How did I not realise who she was?’ he cried out. ‘How could I be so … stupid? She’s been playing a game with me.’

‘What game, sir?’ Billy asked.

‘Good God. To think she believes all that nonsense, just like her brother did. She really believes the Jewels have power under an eclipse, that the river is going to open up! She’s going to throw my last chance for riches in the stinking Thames! And if she’s got her hands on the Battersea girl, then she has the Jewels as well. Avery had the Ballad of the River all along. How could I be so blind?’

Billy felt his insides turning to ice. ‘The Ballad of the River?’ he repeated.

‘That’s right,’ said Muncaster, as if he were talking to himself. ‘She’s had it from the beginning. Because Arthur gave it to her.’ He weighted the man’s name with venom, laced with fear. ‘She knows what I did!’

‘Wh-what did you do?’

But Muncaster was not paying attention to Billy. He lurched for the door. ‘Arthur’s vengeance will be complete!’ he hissed. His long legs wobbled beneath him as he hurtled down the corridor, the traces of belladonna in his guts and fury surging in his blood.

‘Sir!’ Billy cried. ‘Who is Arthur? What vengeance? Wait for me!’

Muncaster was gone. Billy ran over and snatched the papers off the floor. He took in the newspaper cutting first.



The Times, 18th September 1902

EXPLORER’S SERVANT DEAD AT TWENTY: TRIBUTES POUR IN FOR ARTHUR CRESSANT

Reports have been confirmed that a British man, Arthur Cressant, has been found dead in Luxor, Egypt. Cressant, servant to the promising archaeologist Frederick Muncaster, was aiding said gentleman in his study of Khnum, god of the ancient river Nile. Cressant’s body was retrieved from the river, and local coroners have reported accidental death by drowning.

    Cressant leaves behind one younger sister, Alice, believed to be in London and now in the care of an orphanage. Mourning the loss of Cressant, Dr Muncaster cut short his field trip, announcing that he will be giving his first lecture on Khnum, the deity worshipped for building human children from the clay of the riverbed. Cressant’s remains have not yet returned home.



Billy stared at the words.

A different boy, lost in a different river. A sister, left behind to pick her way through the wreckage.

Cressant leaves behind one younger sister, Alice. Billy felt another jolt in his memory, as he remembered the front page of Bo’s storybook – a gift from her new teacher, a tale about an island of treasure. He had seen the name inside it, and Bo had told him it had belonged to that teacher when she was a girl.

A girl whose name, Billy now realised, was right before his eyes.

Alice Cressant. An orphan who kept her brother’s travelling trunk, because it was all she had.



My dearest Alice, the letter began:



Muncaster and I have travelled to Luxor in Egypt, where I’m spending what I suspect are my final days. His greed for the Jewels of the Eclipse is growing beyond control, and he is threatening me, suspecting that I’m holding back something of great use to him.

He’s right.

I do not know how much longer I can hold him off from this truth. And I am sure that my death, if it comes soon, will be at his hand. If you are reading this, Alice, then my death is already done. But that does not mean that you and I will never meet again.



Billy let out a gasp. Had Muncaster killed Arthur Cressant over the Jewels of the Eclipse? Muncaster, a murderer in the name of his family’s wealth? He pictured his master staring desperately into the shadows of his bedroom for a man called Arthur, coming to haunt him so many years on. That same Arthur, writing a letter to his sister, certain of his own death. Astonished, Billy kept on.



Read carefully, Alice: this is the most important letter you will ever receive. The Jewels of the Eclipse are two priceless objects – the Eclipsing Moon and the Brightest Sun. They went missing five hundred years ago from Muncaster Hall, and they are Muncaster’s greatest desire, the means of restoring the old wealth of his family. But although the Jewels grew from the branches of his own tree, he disregards the rumours of their power. All he wants is to sell them, to split them up if need be.

This must never happen.

For years in London, he had me do his hunting for him, and I discovered not the precious Jewels, but something even more important: the fragmented words of a ballad, a dark song. It was called the Ballad of the River, passed down through generations of Thames riverfolk. I painstakingly pieced together this inheritance of mudlark memory, astounded at what I discovered, promising the riverfolk I would commit their ancient song to memory only, and never ink and paper.

But now Muncaster is after me, so I have broken my mudlark promise, and written it down. This single copy you now hold in your hands, Alice. I give it to you from beyond the grave, so it might never be lost.



Billy’s blood ran cold. The words of the ballad were here, in Muncaster Hall?

He flipped the letter over; he peered in the envelope. His disappointment was total. The ballad was gone.



I shall be punished, Arthur continued,



but the greater punishment would be Muncaster selling the precious Jewels. He assumes that the ballad, if it even exists, would be merely a guide to finding where the Jewels of the Eclipse once vanished. But when I listened to the mudlarks, I knew that he was wrong. The Ballad of the River is about why the Jewels were made, and how, under an eclipse, you can command the river to return one beloved soul to life …



Standing in the mess of Avery’s bedroom, Billy’s mind was racing.



… how, under an eclipse, you can command the river to return one beloved soul to life.



This was what his mother had believed too. But surely, they were all wrong? Wasn’t Billy proof they were wrong?

He read on.



Alice, we never had much, and I could have done better for you. But at least we have always dealt in the truth, and both of us know it takes a few concealments to keep the truth alive. So this ballad will be yours to conceal, until it is time to bring it to the light. Because there will be another eclipse.

And I ask you, now I am dead: let the next beloved soul be me.



Billy felt fear creeping up his body. Arthur Cressant wanted to come back. Arthur Cressant believed the mudlarks. Did Alice Cressant too?



Hold tight to this ballad, Alice. I send it to you in London, and you must hide it as I have hidden it. Muncaster must never have the ballad, he must never have the Jewels! If he does, the river’s power will never be realised. I will ensure against this with my life, but I will not have you pay with yours. I know you have the intelligence and resourcefulness to find the Jewels and to keep them safe. There are many mysteries in this world, Alice. And you must keep this one a secret, sweet sister. Until the time is right. Until we meet again, at the next eclipse!

Avenge me, Alice. We will live so well.



Your ever, always-loving brother,

Arthur



PS I enclose this fine garnet, discovered in the tomb of Khnum. Take it, sell it. It will pay for our new beginning.



Billy’s hands were shaking as he folded the letter. He thought of Avery Charbonnier in her lavender silks, paying her visits to Muncaster Hall. He thought of Alice Cressant, a woman plotting and playing herself right into Bo Delafort’s schoolroom. Avery and Alice: the same. And now she wanted yet another beginning. He looked towards the window, and saw a deepening grey shifting over the day, as the moon began to edge slowly across the side of the sun.

It was the strangest thing he had ever seen, as if a great god in the sky were closing its eye.

Billy ran to the window and turned his gaze to the foreshore. Then he saw her.

Bo.

She was right by the water’s edge, exactly where they had seen his own mother in shadow, throwing in the Jewels, five hundred years before. Bo had her back to him, facing the river with her arms stretched out. And, just like Billy’s mother, she had the Eclipsing Moon in one hand, and the Brightest Sun in the other. Under the ever-darkening sky of London, Bo shimmered in the reflection of their powerful promise.

‘Bo!’ Billy cried, hammering on the ancient glass – but the river was becoming restless and the wind was up. Bo didn’t hear. ‘Bo, wait!’

What Billy saw next twisted deep in his guts. Because whoever Avery Charbonnier or Alice Cressant really was, she was down on the foreshore right now, heading straight for Bo.
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As the eclipse began and the light turned grey, Bo stared out at the endless water. ‘Harry?’ she whispered. ‘Are you out there? Can you hear me?’

Nothing came – except the breeze, and the seagulls, and the flow of the river.

‘Imagine seeing Harry again,’ Miss Cressant had said last night, as she stood on Bo’s doorstep. ‘You could bring your brother back, Bo. The ballad has told you that.’

‘No, it’s about Billy.’

‘But all you need to do is use the Jewels and change the words! The river will give you Harry.’

‘But the ballad is for Billy! The words are there, Miss – it was his mother who had the Jewels made, his mother who tried to get him back. We thought we’d seen a thief, but it was Isobel! And for some reason it didn’t work, he got stuck—’

‘If you give Billy to the river, you’ll never see him again,’ Miss Cressant had replied.

‘What?’

‘Think about that. But you could give Harry his life again – and keep Billy safe here. The river chose you, Bo. You have the power!’

Miss Cressant had turned into the darkness of Gladstone Street and was gone.

Now standing on the foreshore, Bo reached into her pockets and brought out the Jewels. She knew why Muncaster wanted them. They shimmered in her cold palms, exquisite, expensive almost beyond comprehension. But what did Miss Cressant want?

She closed her eyes. One beloved soul. Imagine Harry standing by the river’s edge, as if he’d never left. Unhurt and happy. Whole again.

Billy would understand, she thought. But if that’s true … then why do I feel sick at the idea of telling him?

The ballad was Billy’s story. The boy who’d died of plague, who’d got stuck in this world, neither dead nor alive. Imagine Billy going back to his mother. That little boy, running towards her open arms, spinning round together in a beautiful garden. Imagine Billy at peace. The boy who said he didn’t belong anywhere. The boy who didn’t feel the cold, who’d never been on an omnibus, who never felt hungry.

Harry or Billy? Bo thought. She wanted them both. It was an impossible choice. Why had the river chosen her in the first place? And then came the shouts.

She turned. Miss Cressant was running towards her, waving and calling her name, skirts beating against her legs. And there was Frederick Muncaster, wilder than ever, jumping down the steps that led to where Bo was standing, as he howled to the skies for Avery, his wife.

And there was Billy – thank God, there was Billy! – running like the wind along the garden wall, almost flying over its bricks towards her.

‘Billy!’ she cried. ‘Down here!’

Miss Cressant and Muncaster began to run even faster.

‘Keep back from her!’ Billy yelled. ‘Both of you, keep back!’

But neither Alice Cressant nor Frederick Muncaster paid any attention.

Behind them all, the sky turned darker. Remember you’re the river girl, Bo told herself. Only you can do this.

She slotted the Eclipsing Moon and the Brightest Sun one upon the other, just as Billy’s mother had done, five hundred years before. Just like the real eclipse, that was starting in the sky above them. Bo took a deep breath, and waited for time to run.
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Miss Cressant stopped running. She was bent double, panting. At the top of the exposed foreshore, Frederick Muncaster also stopped.

‘Don’t do anything foolish, girl!’ he shouted towards her. ‘Don’t throw them in!’

‘They belong to the river!’ Bo yelled. She gripped the Jewels, waiting for a vision, for a feeling of dizziness, anything – but everything would be different this time, now the eclipse was on its way.

‘Avery!’ Muncaster cried again. ‘Stop her!’

‘She’s not Avery,’ called Bo. ‘She’s Alice Cressant!’

Miss Cressant straightened up, her hair in disarray, her coat flapping in the wind. She touched the garnet brooch at her neck, and looked at Bo. ‘Ready?’ she said gently, but Bo saw the softness of those grey eyes sharpening to flint.

‘She is, but not for your game,’ said Billy, skittering across the shells and stones to stand side by side with Bo.

Bo whipped her head towards him, the Jewels gripped tight in her fist. ‘What’s going on?’

Miss Cressant was staring at Billy, her face flooded with shock, her skin very pale. ‘Who are you?’ she asked, but it was almost as if she already knew.

‘I’m Billy River.’ He grinned. ‘But I’m also William Muncaster.’

‘So you are a Muncaster?’ Bo gasped. ‘How did you—?’

‘Bo,’ said Billy, taking her arm. ‘I’ve got so much to tell you!’

The ancient riverbed turned even darker around them, and the moon inched further across the sun.

Bo turned to him. ‘I’ve got so much to tell you.’ She pointed at Miss Cressant. ‘I found out this mornin’ she’s been lyin’ to me. Somethin’ ain’t right—’

‘I know. It was my mother we saw by the river—’

‘I know, Billy—’

‘And her painting’s in Muncaster Hall. And so’s mine! Only, the thing is, I’m—’

‘Billy, I know. I know what happened to you. I’ve read the ballad—’

‘You have?’

‘And I know who you are. You’re the boy whose mother lost you and tried to bring you back. But you don’t know who I am.’

He stared at her. ‘Who are you?’

‘I’m the river girl,’ she said, trying to keep the shake from her voice. ‘And I have to decide.’

‘Decide what?’

Miss Cressant and Muncaster were advancing towards them. Billy and Bo turned shoulder to shoulder, their boots in the water, fists up.

‘Keep back!’ Billy growled, his teeth bared.

‘Not so hasty,’ Miss Cressant said, her voice crooning, her eyes on the joined Jewels peeking out under Bo’s clenched fist. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘What’s wrong? Tell her, Avery,’ Billy said. ‘Tell her who you really are.’

‘Why do you keep calling her Avery?’ Bo said.

‘I’m Alice Cressant,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘I’ve never lied to you, Bo.’ She looked up at the sky. The moon was now halfway across the sun. ‘It’s nearly time. You have to throw them in!’

‘If she throws those Jewels in,’ called Muncaster, ‘I’ll—’

‘What will you do?’ Miss Cressant interrupted, snapping her head towards him. ‘Throw me in the river too, Frederick? The Nile, the Thames – what does it matter to greedy Frederick Muncaster? Hold a man’s head under the water – until he’s got no breath? I know what you did.’

‘You have no proof!’ he hissed.

‘What’s he talkin’ about, Miss?’ cried Bo. ‘And for the last time – why is he calling you Avery?’

‘Because she is Avery!’ shouted Billy, pointing at Miss Cressant. ‘She’s both! She’s Alice Cressant, also known as Avery Charbonnier! And she’s probably been many other people in her time.’

Bo stared at her teacher, who was rapidly becoming a stranger. A series of images flashed through her mind – the theatre porter’s face when Bo had mentioned Alice Cressant’s name; the rail of costumes, ready for a woman to dress herself for whatever circumstances she needed to fit; Miss Cressant, the neat new teacher, addressing the classroom on the very first day they met. Concealment is often the only weapon we have, in order to survive.

‘Shut up, you freak!’ Miss Cressant shouted at Billy.

‘Who are you really?’ Bo said. ‘And what do you want?’

‘She wants her brother back, Bo,’ shouted Billy. His green eyes flashed with anger.

Bo stared at her. ‘Your brother who died when you were twelve?’

Miss Cressant gripped her garnet brooch and tensed, her eyes flicking between Bo, Billy and Muncaster, who had moved even closer. She was poised like a cat, claws barely hidden, waiting to spring.

‘Tell Bo the truth,’ said Billy. ‘Your brother, Arthur, worked for Muncaster. And when he heard the ballad, years ago – he knew exactly what it meant. He also knew he would hide its secret from Muncaster, even if that meant dying for it. It’s why you became Avery Charbonnier, why you sought out Muncaster, years after Arthur’s death, sitting in one of his lectures, writing him admiring letters. Your brother wanted vengeance, that Muncaster would never get the Jewels, and that you would bring him back to life.’

Bo gaped at Miss Cressant. Two names and two lives – but the same lifelong grief and fury.

‘You called me the river girl before we found the ballad,’ she said. ‘You knew what I was, all along. I thought you wanted to spend time with me because you liked me. You said I was promisin’—’

‘And you are!’ Miss Cressant broke off Bo’s words, taking a step towards her. ‘I gave you the ballad, didn’t I? The most precious thing – I didn’t keep it!’

‘You gave it to Bo for your brother’s sake!’ said Billy.

‘The freak is turning my life into a silly story,’ Miss Cressant hissed.

‘It isn’t a story!’ said Muncaster. ‘It’s exactly as the boy says.’

Miss Cressant whirled round to face Muncaster. ‘Don’t tell me about the truth!’ she shouted. ‘You murderer!’

‘You want the truth? I paid Arthur good money and he started hoarding his secrets. He deserved punishment for refusing to give up what he knew. It wasn’t his to keep. I killed him, and so what? Your brother died whimpering.’

‘I should have killed you when I had the chance,’ she cried. ‘I’ve run rings round you, and you didn’t even notice. One more cup of tea would have done it. I’ve endured your cruelty, your pomposity – all the time knowing what you did.’

But Muncaster had his eyes on Bo, and was making a lunge for the Jewels in her hand. ‘My fortune will not be swallowed by the Thames!’

‘Keep back!’ Bo shouted, jumping away into the shallows. ‘All of you!’ She looked up at the sky: it was nearly time. Behind them, the river was flowing faster than she’d ever seen it.

She turned to Miss Cressant. ‘I went to the library,’ she said. ‘Only it wasn’t there, was it, Miss? You made it all up! Where did you get all those old ballad books from?’

Bo could see the woman’s mind whirring, as the moon nearly covered the whole of the sun, and the normal sense of time began to collapse. ‘It was a library, Bo!’

‘You’re a liar! How can I tell when you’re lyin’ and when you’re tellin’ the truth?’

‘Let me explain—’

‘No more, Avery,’ Muncaster said. ‘Leave the child alone.’

‘Me?’ Miss Cressant turned on him with all her fury. ‘You’re the one who chased her down an alley! I protected her from you—’

‘You used her for your own means!’ he shouted.

‘Shut up!’ Miss Cressant whirled back to Bo. ‘You and I are the same. Our chances in this life have not been many. Haven’t I been a good teacher? Haven’t I shown you that you can have ambitions and rule your own life, just like any man?’

‘Yes,’ Bo whispered miserably.

‘Don’t believe her,’ said Muncaster. ‘Duplicity is that woman’s middle name.’

Bo looked into Miss Cressant’s eyes. ‘Was any of it real, Miss?’

‘All of it is real,’ Miss Cressant said. ‘And all you need to do is throw them in. You’re the river girl, Bo. The full eclipse is nearly here, and who wouldn’t want to see their brother again?’

‘Yes,’ said Bo, letting her grip loosen slightly on the Jewels as she turned to face the river. ‘Harry.’
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There was a beat.

Billy joined Bo in the shallows and looked at her, his eyes full of confusion. Total darkness was nearly upon them.

‘Harry?’ he said. ‘But, Bo – you know what happened to me. You won’t get Harry, just as my mother didn’t get me.’

Bo lifted her chin. ‘If I throw in the Jewels and call Harry, he’ll come. I have the power. And then I can have both of you.’

Billy placed both his hands on her shoulders. Bo felt his coolness, the river coursing through his veins. She looked into the eyes of this boy who was neither living nor dead, their deep green of the water.

‘Bo, you know that isn’t true,’ he said. ‘No one has that power. And no one comes back. Ever. That’s what the river always knew. And you won’t have me, Bo. I’ll never grow old, and you will. Everyone will keep leaving me. You can’t do that to me.’

Bo fell to her knees in the water, unable to stop her tears.

Billy knelt down with her. ‘Don’t punish your brother for your broken heart. Remember what the Jewels say: I will not lose what can’t be lost. You’ll never lose me or Harry. But you have to let us be free.’

Bo understood Billy’s words, but she didn’t like them. They hurt too much. She had never felt more lonely in her life.

‘Ignore him,’ said Miss Cressant. ‘Life is yours for the giving, Bo!’

Billy turned to her, full of fury, eyes brimming with the wisdom of his long wilderness. ‘Can’t you see I’m proof? No one has the river in their power.’

‘My brother knew the truth,’ Miss Cressant said. ‘And I will have it!’

She was quick but Bo was ready. Miss Cressant flew at her and tried to swipe the Jewels from her loose hands. As the day above them disappeared into night, Bo staggered to her feet and pulled back her arm, the glowing Jewels wrapped in her fist.

With all her might, she hurled the conjoined Eclipsing Moon and the Brightest Sun into the water.

‘My Jewels!’ bellowed Muncaster.

They splashed on to the surface and sank without a trace. The river began to churn, as if the wind were whipping underneath it, as if all the souls of London were crying to be freed.

Everyone froze. No one spoke. The moon slipped across the sun completely, and the day was gone.
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Frederick Muncaster moaned, his head in his hands. Miss Cressant and Billy paced, watching where the Jewels had submerged. Bo felt as if her heart were in her mouth, and every second a lifetime.

Suddenly the wind dropped. The sky was pitch-black. It was the strangest thing, to see the sun’s power and light covered like this, as if a huge cloak had muffled the day. The river had completely stilled. Bo had never seen it or heard it so quiet.

‘Do you feel it, Bo?’ Billy whispered.

She did. A shifting, beneath their feet. A rumbling, deep in the open water.

‘It’s happening!’ Miss Cressant cried. She turned to Bo. ‘Speak the words, Bo, speak them! Choose who comes back!’

But Bo said nothing.

Wildly Miss Cressant turned back to the water. ‘Arthur, can you hear me? Arthur, are you there?’

‘Bo.’ Billy turned to her, offering her his hand. ‘I think we’d better hold on.’

In the great darkness of water, no light above and none below, in a void of nothingness, a white dot had appeared where the Jewels had vanished. The dot began to spread quickly into an enormous circle in the middle of the river. A pulsing, shimmering shape in the profound black, as if a shining sun had been taken hostage underneath.

The river was pushing itself back on either side of this light, creating a path on the silty bed, right towards their feet, shallow enough for a person to walk.

And in the centre of this circle, as if being moved by a force beyond human understanding, the riverbed itself began to split.

Bo squeezed Billy’s hand tightly, and he squeezed back. The walls of the river water kept growing higher, and the dark hole in the middle of the riverbed kept growing wider and deeper, surrounded by a blinding halo of light.

The middle of the Thames, a place where no human had ever trodden, was opening and beckoning them in.

Frederick Muncaster began to walk towards it.

‘No!’ cried Miss Cressant. ‘Not you! The river girl!’ She seized Bo’s free hand, and began dragging her towards the hole.

‘Get off me!’ Bo cried, but it was no use. Miss Cressant was strong, and she kept going, the hem of her skirts soaked by the shallow waters. Billy clung on to Bo’s hand, but Miss Cressant was drawing them both forward, the silhouette of Muncaster taunting her on. On either side of them, the river was still building the two high walls of its water, full with the pressure of holding back the flow of time. The roar was almost deafening.

If the river closes now, Bo thought, all of us will drown.

‘Arthur isn’t coming back!’ Billy shouted to Miss Cressant. ‘Let her go!’

‘She’s the one who found the Jewels!’ Miss Cressant cried. ‘She’s the river girl! I need her. She just needs to speak the words!’

Suddenly she stopped moving, and Billy and Bo stumbled into her. Bo covered her ears, almost unable to bear the river’s roaring. She looked up: ahead of them, Muncaster, using the last of his energy, had fallen to the ground. His arms were outstretched, and he was reaching for something.

‘My fortune!’ he was calling above the din.

‘You never deserved it,’ Miss Cressant screeched. ‘Just watch – my Arthur will be here soon!’ She whirled on Bo, shaking her hard. ‘Say the words for Arthur. Say them.’

Terrified, Bo shook her head.

‘Then I will,’ said Miss Cressant desperately. She turned to the hole in the river, and opened her lungs:

‘O Arthur Cressant, you’ll never be alone! O Arthur Cressant, I’m letting you fly home!’

When nothing happened, she gripped Bo’s shoulders even harder. ‘It has to be you,’ she pleaded.

‘I can’t do it—’

‘Say you’ve come to set him free!’

‘Arthur got the ballad wrong,’ Billy said. ‘Let Bo go!’

Muncaster had begun to crawl to the edge of the dark hole. Miss Cressant ran towards him, dragging Bo with her, Billy behind, all of them sloshing through the water, their path still illuminated by the ring of light. They stopped at the edge of the hole, the river still roaring around them. Holding her breath, Bo stared down into this infinite chasm, a bottomless drop in the middle of this river she had known her whole life.

‘What’s keeping the river held back?’ she cried to Billy. She saw how black his eyes had become, how wide with fear and wonder – but she saw too how the flecks in his river eyes had turned more gold, brighter than ever.

‘You are,’ he said, and his voice was gentle. Even under the tempest of the water and the shouts of Miss Cressant and Muncaster, Bo could hear him, crystal clear. It was like the river was speaking to her.

‘We know how this has to end,’ he whispered.

Bo didn’t want to hear it. She tipped her head back to look up beneath the two screaming walls of river water. ‘The eclipse is moving!’ She pointed. ‘The sky’s turning!’

‘There’s no time left,’ Billy told her.

‘There he is!’ howled Miss Cressant, her voice rippling with triumph, love and wonder. ‘Arthur, Arthur! Brother – I’m here! I did it! I knew you’d come back!’

Bo looked up with astonishment. ‘But I didn’t say anythin’!’

There, in the middle of the river, a young man had appeared, no older than twenty, in a flickering suit of white. Beneath him, the Jewels of the Eclipse hovered, suspended in the air as he was, spinning round and round, one side gold and one side silver, a cog in the centre of a timepiece.

‘That’s not Arthur Cressant,’ said Billy, his voice shaking. ‘That’s just his ghost.’

At the sight of Arthur, Miss Cressant fell to her knees, her face alight with a sister’s love, her hands outstretched above the hole.

‘Arthur!’ she cried, but when Arthur – or the spirit that he was – turned to her, his expression was one of terror.

‘What is it?’ cried Miss Cressant. ‘Arthur, what’s wrong?’

‘He isn’t supposed to be here, and he knows it,’ Bo sobbed. ‘He’s never goin’ to come back. This is what happened with Isobel Muncaster. She wasn’t supposed to say the words.’

It hurt her heart to see it. She would never want to cause Harry such pain. She knew what she had to do.

‘Arthur!’ Miss Cressant shouted, again and again.

‘My Jewels!’ howled Muncaster.

‘Arthur, you have to go!’ Bo yelled to the river phantom. ‘Listen to me: you don’t belong here!’

Arthur Cressant turned to her in surprise. His youthful beauty seemed to flicker harder in the dark, vanishing and reappearing again as the river around him roared. He nodded with understanding. He turned to Billy, and reached out his hand. Then he and the Jewels were gone.

‘No!’ Muncaster and Miss Cressant both screamed.

Miss Cressant leaped first – but Bo and Billy were quick enough to grab her skirts, pinning her on the glowing riverbed.

They could do nothing to save Muncaster.

Bo and Billy watched in horror as he leaped after the Jewels. He clutched at air as he tumbled backwards, weightless and terrified – a force inside the hole sucking him deep into its endlessness.

Screaming greed and fury into the chasm, Frederick Muncaster vanished.

Miss Cressant broke away from Bo and Billy and rushed to the edge of the hole. ‘Arthur?’ she cried, staring desperately into the black. She dropped to her knees. The walls of the river roared around her, but she seemed not to notice. ‘Arthur, I did everything! Arthur, come back!’

‘Enough,’ said Billy. Taking Bo’s hand, he ran to the south shore side of the hole, the Battersea side. Bo felt like she was flying.

He turned to her. ‘It’s time for us both to go home. I think you know what you have to do.’

‘I know,’ she sobbed. ‘But I don’t want you to go down there, Billy. I don’t want to lose you too.’

‘You won’t lose me. Mudlark promise,’ said Billy. ‘But the river will start to close soon, Bo. Can you see?’

Bo’s breath was juddering out of her. The river was still roaring, still holding back, and the dark hole was still there, but the sky was getting lighter.

‘It has to close, Bo,’ Billy said. ‘When it starts, you have to run to the bank. Promise?’ She nodded. ‘But the river has to return to itself. And so do I. So do you. And you have to be the one to do it.’

‘Like the ballad said?’ she whispered.

‘Like the river always knew,’ he whispered back. ‘What you love can never be lost. You won’t find Harry down there, because you never lost him.’

‘I did!’ she cried. ‘I did!’

‘You will never lose him, because he’s in your heart. And you will never lose me. Do you understand?’

Mute, heartbroken, Bo lowered her head.

Billy put his hand on her cheek and raised her face to meet his. Even in the tempest around them, in the noise and fearful sight of the hole and the river screaming above it, his gaze felt calming, like a quiet low tide.

‘It’s peace, Bo,’ he said. ‘That’s what this is. And I hope one day you find it too.’

They stood before one another, holding hands in the middle of the river’s held-back flow. Death and life were dancing close together. Bo could feel herself readying to make right what had gone so wrong five hundred years ago.

‘Billy,’ she whispered. ‘Before you go, I’ve got one more thing to give.’

She leaned forward and placed her lips on his, and kissed him – Isobel’s bright son who was going back to where he belonged, to his own peace, just as she had to begin the search for hers. On his lips she felt the echo of every moment of time, of all the love the world had ever held, and all the love that was yet to come. Billy kissed her back. Everything vanished but their two souls.

They broke apart.

Put your arms out, she heard the river whispering to Billy. Be brave. She understands. I always knew she would.

‘Billy Muncaster,’ Bo called, tears streaming down her face. ‘I won’t lose you, and you won’t lose me!’

She stood firm on the riverbed and filled her lungs with river air, and recited the final words of the ballad to the sky:



‘O Billy River, you’ll never be alone,

O Billy River, I’m letting you fly home!

O Billy River, just you wait and see,

I am the River Girl, and I’ve come to set you free!’



Billy gave her one last smile. ‘Thank you,’ he whispered.

Then he turned, put out his arms, and dived into the dark.
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Across the split in the river, Miss Cressant and Bo stared at one another. Bo felt as if she were looking across time, gazing into a strange mirror at the woman she might one day be – if she wasn’t careful, if she didn’t keep her heart open. She wanted to howl to the sky.

‘How dare you,’ her teacher yelled above the din. ‘How dare you send my brother back! He was here!’

‘He was never here,’ Bo croaked. ‘Not really. Not how you wanted him to be.’

In the greying light, Miss Cressant’s face contorted with hatred. ‘I’ll never forget what you’ve done today. And until the day I die, I will never forgive.’

Suddenly, above the river’s roar, the bells of London began to ring.

Bo had never heard anything like it. She had no idea why it was happening, and no time to think. It felt like every bell was singing, every church along the riverbank was chiming its bells, pealing and ringing and clanging into the air. And soon came the bells of the churches north of the city, towards Islington and Hertfordshire, and south into Southwark, beyond into Kent. The air above the river was filled with ringing.

‘This isn’t over. This story isn’t done,’ Miss Cressant shouted.

‘I think it is,’ Bo shouted back. ‘Look!’

As the bells continued to hammer the sky, the riverbed was beginning to close. The dark hole between them was shrinking, the unnatural bright light around it was dimming. Bo looked up. The sky was turning a paler grey, a growing half-light towards full sun, and the river walls were starting to wobble at their peak.

Two huge waves were about to collapse upon them.

‘Run!’ Bo screamed.

The river began its final roar, and water started to flood into the canyon. Bo sprinted through the narrowing gap for the south shore, Miss Cressant to the north.

I promised Billy I’d run for the riverbank, Bo thought. I’m not going to die. And she didn’t want to die – not for a long time. There was still so much to do, and be.

But, as the river came back together in an almighty swell, it threw her up in the air. She fell down again, found herself knocked sideways, water crashing over her head. She forced herself above the surface, hearing Miss Cressant cry out, and saw her in the water, fighting to stay afloat, her body buffeted and swirled by the might and fury of the Thames. Bo gulped down water – choking, spluttering, trying to kick her legs, to move her arms against the current.

It was hopeless. Her clothes were heavy, pulling her down. Bo began to sink. She felt the dead around her, their hands reaching up through the darkness. Her desire to live fought with the might of the river. Not yet, she said. Not yet.

Stop struggling, a voice came to her. Stop panicking. You’ll see.

Beneath the water, Bo opened her eyes, trying to understand, once and for all, where that voice in the river was coming from. Then she felt a sharp tug on her arm, someone lifting her under both arms, dragging her with difficulty back towards the surface.

Spluttering, gasping, Bo hit the air. She was half unconscious, but she knew she was being hoisted out. Then she was lying in the bottom of a boat, watching the sky swing above her, the daylight growing golden with every surge of the waves.

She lurched up, retching water out of her lungs. ‘I ain’t gonna die,’ she croaked. ‘Not yet.’

‘Well, you nearly did,’ said a familiar voice. ‘It ain’t quite a yacht to Monte Carlo, Bow-bell. But you’re mad if you thought I’d let my best friend die in the name of a flamin’ jewel.’


V

HOME
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It was a year before Bo could even think about visiting the foreshore by St Paul’s, where out in the water Billy had left this world, where Muncaster had vanished in pursuit of the Jewels, and where she herself had nearly drowned. She hadn’t been in great condition for a while afterwards, having caught a bout of hypothermia. But when pressed by their mothers as to what, exactly, Eddie and Bo thought they were doing out there in the river on the day the war ended, they kept that to themselves.

It was a long year, full of many difficult thoughts. Nothing lasts forever, Bo would think – which was both a hard and reassuring lesson to be taught by the age of twelve. Memories of Harry would come, and Bo would have to let them. To ignore them would be to ignore the truth about Harry, and who he was, and what he would always mean to her. Ignoring her feelings would always make them worse a day or so later. She felt the scars in her heart nearly every day. A pressure, a pain, that was sometimes unbearable, but would have to be bearable. It was a hard balance, and it didn’t make sense.

Harry was in her memory. Billy was in her memory. And Eddie was beside her right now, sitting on the foreshore as the river flowed by.

‘You know, I did wonder if you’d lost the plot,’ Eddie said. ‘But I’m glad I followed you that day.’

‘So am I. Because I wasn’t makin’ it up.’

‘That Miss Cressant was a dodgy one,’ he said.

Bo sighed. ‘She wasn’t all evil.’

Eddie made a face. ‘She dragged you into the river.’

‘Yeah. But she also gave me a really good book.’

They looked at one another and burst out laughing.

Eddie, she thought: the dayness of her days, the cups of cocoa after an adventure, the knocks on her door, the ridiculous, precious conversations.

’Do you reckon she drowned?’ he said.

Bo hesitated. She knew what Eddie wanted her to say – that yes, Miss Cressant was gone. They had a new teacher now, someone who you knew wasn’t about to take you to vanishing libraries or show you how to poison impoverished aristocrats with belladonna. But there would be days when Bo was sitting on an omnibus, or staring out of the window at school, when the turn of a woman’s head on the street, or a voice in a shop, would look or sound just like Alice Cressant’s – or whatever name it was she might go by now. Bo often thought about the costume rail in the theatre, the disappearing Mr Kimble. Alice Cressant had left a lot of unanswered questions.

In a surprising way, even though she had been manipulative and cunning, dangerous and selfish, Bo missed her. Alice Cressant had trailed adventure in her wake, as well as holding up a mirror for Bo to see who she really was, and what, deep down, she was capable of. No one had ever done that. And for that, Bo was grateful.

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I reckon she went under.’

They sat in companionable silence for a while.

‘You were a right lump to row back to shore,’ said Eddie.

‘You’re a right lump generally,’ Bo replied.

He grinned, patting his thin ribcage. ‘Ain’t that the truth? I’m finally fattenin’ up.’

Bo smiled. Despite it all, they had each other.

She listened to the calls of the watermen and lightermen in their boats, the bellows of the stevedores, the screeching of the gulls. She closed her eyes. Billy wasn’t here any more. He had turned into a ballad verse and flown through an eclipse.

There was just her and Eddie, and the water, the lapping waves, the swirling currents.

The river. Flowing for all, flowing for none. Finally, at peace.
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The Ballad of the River

Once there was a lady who lost her lovely boy

to a plague by the shores of our swirling Thames –

but as Billy was her happiness and Billy all her joy,

she planned to resurrect him with a pair of shining gems.



O Billy River, tell me what you see!

O Billy River, when will they set you free?



She thought our mighty river would return her Billy’s soul,

her jewels to resurrect him through a parting wave,

splitting up its waters on a dark and endless hole,

where much-beloved Billy would rise up from his grave.



O Billy River, tell me is this true?

O Billy River, what did your mother do?



A pearl and ruby moon on a sun of gold and green

she dropped into the Thames on the day of an eclipse,

watching from the foreshore for her child to be seen,

flying to her arms as the river swirled and split!



O Billy River, did you see your mother weep?

O Billy River, were our river gods asleep?



But the river started churning and its time began to run,

as from the dangerous deep there rose a single child,

and the lady saw her Billy – or the phantom of her son? –

for when she tried to reach him, the ghostly boy just smiled.



O Billy River, your mother’s on the shore!

O Billy River, she’ll never see you more!



He was there, he was not, a boy that time forgot,

a child betwixt the shores of life and death!

She howled in her heart for this fate that she had wrought,

where gone for now and ever was his sweet-soft breath.



O Billy River, regard your mother’s sorrow!

O Billy River, she’ll not be here tomorrow!



She went under the water and his ghost could watch no more,

mad from pain and sorrow as she tumbled in her tears –

and cursed by misty memories upon the glist’ning shore,

Billy River’s doomed to haunt us for five hundred lonely years!



O Billy River, never to grow old!

O Billy River, a strange story to be told!



But this is not the end of him – the river ghost, the boy –

for let us call a different child to listen to our song:

a girl to hear the whisperings of mud and pain and joy,

the river girl who’ll find the Jewels and put right Billy’s wrong!



O Billy River, keep a watch for this mudlark!

O Billy River, as the Jewels rise from the dark!



A girl so brave and loyal, a girl with a big heart,

out of time you’ll find the lost boy’s moon and sun:

you’ll be with him at his end, if not at his very start –

for when your help is called, you’ll be the chosen one!



O River Girl, place one jewel upon the other!

O River Girl, send back Billy to his mother!



Cast the Jewels into the waters, you wild mudlark-soul,

what you love you cannot lose, as love will teach in time,

split the river open, and your heart will make that hole

to set sweet Billy free, with your singing of this rhyme:



O Billy River, you’ll never be alone!

O Billy River, I’m letting you fly home!

O Billy River, you just wait and see,

I am the River Girl, and I’ve come to set you free!
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