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            This book is for Leo and so is the cat.
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         It was Professor Aladeus’s own fault that Tourmaline was on her way to spy on him. If he hadn’t given her that strange look on his way past the music room before hurrying on into the depths of the university, she wouldn’t be crawling through a particularly narrow part of the space-between to reach his study.

         She had discovered the space-between by accident after almost getting caught in one of the (strictly out-of-bounds) display rooms of the university museum. She’d had to hide in a mercifully empty sarcophagus, which she’d quickly found wasn’t a sarcophagus at all – at least, it wasn’t only a sarcophagus. She’d rolled right out of it into the space-between, and learned that hidden inside Pellavere University’s walls was a possibly magical echo 7of its many dusty halls and corridors. The space-between had since proved to be very useful indeed.

         However, the wonder of its existence wasn’t in the forefront of her mind as she reached her destination. She left via the exit in the master’s study and crouched uncomfortably inside the musty magician’s disappearing box. It was getting to be quite a squeeze since she’d turned twelve but she wasn’t about to let a little thing like size get in her way.

         Professor Aladeus was already there, pacing, and he wasn’t alone.

         “There’s been no contact at all?” The other person was Professor Sharma, the Geography professor, who was much younger and much taller and much more nervous than Professor Aladeus.

         “Nothing for an entire week,” said Professor Aladeus. “Simply vanished without a trace.” His voice was high and clear so Tourmaline’s sharp ears had no trouble hearing him from her hiding place.

         Tourmaline had arrived partway through the conversation, so she didn’t know who or what had vanished, which was an inconvenience, but one she 8decided not to hold against either professor since she hadn’t exactly been invited to take part in the discussion.

         “And are we … attempting a rescue mission?” Professor Sharma sounded nervous.

         There was a pause and then a terse answer. “Where would you suggest we send them?”

         Professor Aladeus recommenced pacing, moving in and out of Tourmaline’s keyhole-shaped view and leaving her with only Professor Sharma to look at. His robes were voluminous on his scarecrow frame, and his thick, black brows were stuck at their customary anxious tilt. The younger professor wrung his hands. “But what are we going to do about it? We have to do something.”

         By this time Tourmaline was thoroughly curious about who or what it was that had gone missing, and impatient to find out. She ran through a mental inventory of items that she’d recently repurposed from various locations around the university (most recently a glass paperweight with a dandelion clock suspended inside it; she wanted to investigate how the flower had managed to get in there in the first place).

         “You forget yourself, Professor Sharma,” said Aladeus 9sharply. His tone pulled Tourmaline away from musing on her own thievery. She felt a surge of kinship and sympathy for the younger professor, having been on the receiving end of Aladeus’s frosty disdain more times than she cared to remember.

         “Persephone is a valuable asset to Pellavere University and no one knows that better than I. But there’s simply no point sending anyone after her. We have no idea where she was.”

         Tourmaline took in a sharp breath before she could help it, and then held it. But the professors didn’t notice. They carried on talking, though Tourmaline’s wits were scattered and she was only half listening. Persephone had disappeared? Tourmaline’s whole body felt strange and prickly. Her mother. Her mother, who had been on one of her archaeological digs finding artefacts for the great museum at the university, had vanished?

         She let out her breath slowly and pressed her widened eye firmly to the keyhole, listening especially carefully, just as Professor Aladeus said, in a much kinder voice, “If this had only happened while Persephone was on one of her more usual missions … but it didn’t. Regrettable, 10of course, but there’s really nothing we can do.”

         “Yes, of course,” Professor Sharma agreed, sounding less sure. “You wouldn’t think it mattered what she was hunting for. But maybe it does after all, and given the delicate nature of the task she was undertaking… I mean, was there ever really any source after all? I for one was never certain.”

         Tourmaline wished that the professor would do a lot more explaining and a lot more of finishing his own sentences than he was currently doing. She strained her ears for the response.

         Professor Aladeus made a sound of agreement. Tourmaline held her breath again. She didn’t know exactly what the professors were talking about, but Persephone had worked for the university Tourmaline’s entire life. She’d always hunted artefacts. That was what she did. It was all that she did. It wasn’t possible that she’d gone off to do something else and not even told her own daughter.

         Tourmaline tried very hard to keep a sense of panic that she could feel somewhere in her feet from rising any higher. She didn’t like to think what it might do if it 11reached an important part like her stomach.

         “Perhaps,” Professor Sharma suggested, “she shouldn’t have gone at all?”

         “Oh, but there’s no stopping Persephone when she has a mind to do something,” said Professor Aladeus. He said it as though having a mind was distasteful.

         “Quite,” said Professor Sharma. “Even so, if we’re never going to be able to replenish the source…” He tailed off, wrung his hands again and blinked several times. He seemed to be waiting for Professor Aladeus to present some solution to this mystifying problem. Then he suddenly seemed to be struck by a completely different idea. “What of the child?”

         Tourmaline shifted further forwards, pressing against the doors of the magician’s box.

         Professor Aladeus’s expression took on a disagreeable long-suffering air. There followed a list of general complaints about her, ranging from eavesdropping, which Tourmaline could hardly deny given her current situation, to greed when it came to pudding, at which Tourmaline bristled.

         “I see,” said Professor Sharma faintly, when Professor 12Aladeus had finished, “but surely she needs to be told about the current development regarding her mother?”

         “Yes, yes,” said Professor Aladeus impatiently. “I’ll deal with it presently. Perhaps a part-time job in the university grounds might correct her failings. Or maybe a position in the military?”

         Tourmaline blinked in outrage several times. Both of those options amounted to orders being given and followed and Tourmaline had no interest in that.

         Aladeus consulted his pocket watch and sighed. “In fact, I’ll deal with Tourmaline now. Come, Professor Sharma.”

         Professor Aladeus swept out of the room and Professor Sharma hastened to follow. Tourmaline paused for a second, letting the shock of what she had just heard sink in, and then she pushed at the false back of the magician’s box, squeezed into the space-between and scrambled to where she should have been in the first place.

         When she reached the music room, she exited the space-between via a large urn outside the room and burst through the door to face George, who let out a 13startled squeak on his euphonium.

         She rushed over to the harpsichord and launched into a rendition of the university’s anthem that was loud and enthusiastic more than it was accurate.

         George opened his mouth to say something, just as Tourmaline noticed with dismay that Mai had come into the music room at some point during her absence. Then the door swung open. Professor Aladeus stood on the other side, short, severe, and already frowning. Professor Sharma shifted anxiously behind him.

         Tourmaline blew her curls out of her eyes, rallied her playing and turned the page on the score in front of her, more for effect than anything else. She kept playing right up until Professor Aladeus cleared his throat loudly, when she broke off.

         He looked at her over the top of his spectacles, his spectacular eyebrows lowering, and she looked back, hazel eyes wide.

         “You appear to be out of breath, Tourmaline.”

         “Do I?” she asked.

         His eyebrows sank to dangerous depths. “A word, if you can spare the time from your studies.” 14

         His tone made it sound like this was the last thing he wanted to do, at the same time as implying that Tourmaline’s efforts weren’t worthy of the word “studies”. Then he turned on his heel, his robes flapping like a raven’s wings. Tourmaline scrambled out of her seat to follow him.

         She cast a glance back, first at George, whose dark eyes were round with fear on her behalf, and then at Mai, whose shrewd brown ones were contemptuously curious. Thankfully she’d chosen to say nothing instead of telling on Tourmaline.

         Behind Mai, hanging on the wall, was an imposing painting of the current dean of Pellavere University, who was also George’s mother. She stood looking down on the classroom, and on Tourmaline, a bookcase at her back and a black-and-white cat at her feet. She did not look very forgiving.

         George and Tourmaline had been friends for as long as Tourmaline could remember and even before that too, if Josie was to be believed. He was the exact same height as Tourmaline herself, which was to say quite short, but he was slighter, with pale skin and straight, 15brown hair. He, like Tourmaline, had spent his whole life at the university, though he’d made rather less free use of the space-between due to a proper fear and respect of the rules that Tourmaline herself had never been able to master.

         Mai, on the other hand, had only been at the university since the beginning of the term a few weeks ago when her mother had joined the faculty in an administrative role. She was taller than any twelve-year-old had a right to be, with straight, jet-black hair and light brown skin. Tourmaline had regarded her with the suspicion she felt for all new things. Her first impression hadn’t been favourable. Mai seemed aloof and said little in the classes the three now had together, and Tourmaline would have been quite happy if she’d never turned up, leaving herself and George to continue as they always had.

         The door swung shut and Professor Aladeus strode off down the corridor past several marble busts of former professors, who seemed to be frowning down at Tourmaline as she ran to keep up.

         “We’ll use your study, shall we?” said Professor 16Aladeus, not waiting for Professor Sharma to answer before he turned abruptly and swung open a door, causing several sheets of paper to launch themselves from a desk and scatter on the floor.

         The name plate on the door had still not been etched properly, so Professor Sharma had tacked up a handwritten placard that made Tourmaline feel much better about her own terrible handwriting. Professor Aladeus sat behind the desk, leaving Professor Sharma to loiter awkwardly by the tiny window while Tourmaline herself squeezed in and tried to close the door. The study was little more than a box room, or perhaps a repurposed store cupboard.

         “So,” said Professor Aladeus briskly.

         Tourmaline tried to compose her face into innocence, though her palms were a little sweaty. She wiped them on her trousers and Professor Aladeus closed his eyes for a brief moment of disapproval.

         “I’m afraid we have some bad news,” said the professor.

         “Oh dear,” said Tourmaline.

         Aladeus frowned. “Yes, well. No use in sugar-coating 17it. Your mother, I’m sorry to say, appears to have gone missing. But do rest assured, dear child, that the university won’t stop until we’ve unearthed her again.” He paused and seemed to ponder the unsuitability of suggesting that Persephone was in need of “unearthing”. “That is to say, we’ll use every means at our disposal to find her again, so chin up, no need to make a fuss, and so on and so forth.”

         He nodded, as if satisfied that he’d dealt with the situation. Tourmaline found that she didn’t have to pretend to be worried or upset because she suddenly and very much felt both. Obviously the university had no real intention of finding her mother.

         She took a step forwards and bumped into Professor Sharma’s desk. “What do you mean, missing?”

         Professor Aladeus looked as though he hadn’t been expecting questions and was quite put out by this one. “Exactly that, my dear. Missing. Vanished. Gone.”

         “But how is that possible? I mean, wasn’t she on an archaeological dig for the university? How can she simply have vanished? How can the university not know where she is?”

         Professor Aladeus shook his head as if this was all 18getting out of hand now and he’d rather see an end to it. He gestured in the air. “Well, you know Persephone, always going off on some whim or other. We can’t be expected to—”

         “My mother,” interrupted Tourmaline, “does not go off on whims. She uses empirical evidence and meticulous research methods and – and—”

         “Yes, of course,” said Professor Sharma. Tourmaline was glad he’d gathered up the courage to interrupt since she’d forgotten everything else her mother had told her about what she did.

         Professor Sharma glanced nervously at Professor Aladeus and then back to Tourmaline. “Your mother is a remarkable scholar and an intrepid archaeologist.” Here he seemed to run out of steam and visibly wilted under the continued glare of Professor Aladeus.

         “As I was saying,” said Aladeus, “I daresay it’s nothing to worry about. The dean has been fully appraised of the situation and she knows that Persephone is a resourceful woman who will undoubtedly make it back. Now off you go.” He looked down at the desk, adjusted his spectacles and pretended to be engrossed in a research 19paper that Tourmaline was absolutely certain he had no interest in since it wasn’t even his desk. She looked to Professor Sharma, who suddenly became fascinated by a spot on the wall some two feet above her head.

         Tourmaline clamped her mouth shut and left the room with her fists clenched.

         They were both liars.

         But what was she going to do about it?
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         “Aladeus didn’t even bother to invite me into his own study,” said Tourmaline, hurling her shoe on to the floor. It had been as though she wasn’t worth the trouble.

         “You do tend to steal from him,” said George mildly, laying his book down on the arm of the chair. He could tell he wasn’t going to be allowed to finish his chapter, which was a shame because the heroine of the story was just about to stand up to her overbearing mother for the first time and George was particularly looking forward to that.

         Tourmaline took the ancient-looking coin she’d borrowed from Professor Sharma’s desk from one of her many pockets and sighed as she rolled it between her finger and thumb. She’d come into the 21little sitting room that she shared with George and told him almost everything that had happened – the conversation she’d overheard in the magician’s box (the important part about her mother being missing, not the incomprehensible part about Persephone keeping things from her – she wasn’t ready to talk about that yet), her hurried exit through the space-between, and then the outrageous lies she’d just been told. And though there was a cheerful fire in the hearth, Tourmaline was now in a foul mood. She didn’t want to admit it but she was more than a little worried about her mother.

         George eyed the coin glinting in the firelight but didn’t say anything. He didn’t approve of Tourmaline’s tendency to collect other people’s shiny belongings like a magpie. But he was secretly a little bit awed by how she could do such things without it seeming to worry her at all. His stomach was in knots just thinking about it.

         “I have to make them find her, George. What am I going to do?” Tourmaline threw her other shoe in a different direction from the first.

         George considered. He didn’t think there was 22anything Tourmaline could do but he knew better than to say so and he really did want to help. “Maybe you could talk to Professor Sharma when Professor Aladeus isn’t there? You did say he thought the university should do something. He might help.”

         Tourmaline snorted. “Aladeus won’t let him. He can’t even stand up for himself, so how’s he going to stand up for my mother?” Her earlier sympathy with Professor Sharma had evaporated as she’d stalked along the corridors back to her and George’s small corner of the sprawling university.

         George winced slightly at Tourmaline not using the title “Professor”.

         “Well, then perhaps you could go to my mother?” He hadn’t really wanted to suggest it, mainly because he thought Tourmaline would ask him to do it instead and he suspected he was more intimidated by his own mother than Tourmaline was. But as dean of the university, if anybody could find out where Persephone had gone, his mother could.

         Tourmaline immediately brightened, stuffing Professor Sharma’s coin back into one of her pockets. 23Then she paused and stared pensively at the fire for a second. “There must be a reason Aladeus didn’t tell me the truth, though. We’ll have to be careful.”

         George nodded. Asking anything of his mother required great care, and ideally one would have a clear line of exit from her presence.

         He glanced at his book. “Sometimes adults think children can’t understand the truth. They think it’s better to come up with some other version of the facts.”

         His friend dropped into her chair, which was opposite George’s. “You’re right. Adults never answer a question properly, do they? They always have some reason they don’t want to tell you the truth but even then you can’t say they’re lying. They really don’t like that. I don’t know why they can’t just speak plainly.”

         George was pretty sure his mother said everything very plainly. Maybe even too plainly.

         Tourmaline crossed her legs underneath herself on her chair and leaned forwards. “We can’t just go to her demanding she save my mother. It’ll be best if she thinks it’s her own idea to send a rescue party rather than ours. She’ll like that better.” 24

         George couldn’t argue with that since it was entirely true.

         “First,” said Tourmaline, leaning so far off her chair she was balancing right on the edge, “we start talking about how fantastic the museum is and how clever your mother is for collecting all the old junk—”

         “Artefacts,” said George, but Tourmaline barely paused.

         “Right, the old junk artefacts, and then we move on to the latest dig site and we ask where it is—”

         “You don’t even know where Persephone was before she went missing?” said a voice from the back of the room.

         George let out a little squeak. Neither he nor Tourmaline had realized Mai was in the room, but there she was, curled into a high-backed winged chair that had been turned to face away from the fire. Mai stood up from the shadows and looked down at both of them. “If you don’t know where she was before she went missing, how can you possibly hope to find out where she is now?”

         George glanced at Tourmaline to confirm that she 25was wearing the scowl that Mai always brought out. She was.

         Mai either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “And what exactly are artefacts? My mother hasn’t mentioned them at all.”

         “Oh,” said George, who was always ready to talk about this subject. “That’s probably because she isn’t in the archaeology department. They’re priceless objects, and Tourmaline’s mother is the most famous artefact hunter in Escea. No, not just Escea, probably the whole world. She’s one of the reasons that Pellavere University is the best in the country. All the students want to come here. There are lots of other hunters, but none of them are real hunters. Persephone Grey is the only one sanctioned by our university; the others are a bunch of crooks and rogues.”

         Mai frowned. “Why is Persephone a hunter and the others are crooks and rogues? Don’t they do the same thing?”

         George didn’t even pause to answer the question. “She’s been to jungles and up mountains and down ice crevasses to seek things out for the university museum. 26Anyway, the artefacts could be a jewelled headdress worn by an ancient queen, or an arrowhead from the War of the Tributaries, or a piece of parchment from the Scrolls of Nevarsi. They can come from any period in history, really. In the museum the displays are divided up by age. There’s the Age of Queens and the Age of Marble, and the—”

         “And another thing,” said Mai, turning away from George. “What’s the space-between? And does Professor Aladeus really have a magician’s disappearing box in his study? What do you think he uses it for?”

         In the silence that followed, one of the logs on the fire popped while George nursed his hurt feelings and Tourmaline realized that Mai now knew about several things she hadn’t before, including the space-between.

         Tourmaline said, in her chilliest tone, “Why were you listening to my and George’s private conversation?”

         Mai (who had more questions about the dubious nature of collecting artefacts but also wanted to remind Tourmaline that she was perfectly entitled to be in the room and couldn’t help it if they hadn’t bothered to notice her) opened her mouth to retort. George braced 27himself, but Tourmaline abruptly stood up. “Come along, George,” she said. “Let’s get ready.”

         “Ready for…?”

         Tourmaline cast a mutinous glance at him.

         “Right.” He hastily stuffed his book under his arm and followed her out of the room. If Tourmaline was on the warpath, he definitely needed to be by her side. By her side and maybe a little bit behind her, though, if she was going to talk to the dean.

         “Are – are we going to talk to my mother?” he asked, trotting a little to keep up with Tourmaline. “Do – do you think we should perhaps prepare a little better first?” He looked down at Tourmaline’s current attire. Her trousers were dusty along the shins and knees and there was a stripe of chalk on the waistband.

         She paused to pick at a lunch-time stain that might have been egg, or custard, or both, and sighed.

         “You know how she feels about untidiness,” said George. “Especially at dinner time.”

         “You’re right,” said Tourmaline. “You’d better get cleaned up. I’ll meet you outside the Great Hall.”

         She strode off towards her own room. 28

         “You are going to get cleaned up too, aren’t you?”

         “Yes!” Tourmaline called back. “And hurry up! Don’t take forever to get ready.”

         George opened his mouth indignantly but then thought better of speaking. He ran off to his own little bedroom, which was in another, far grander wing of the university residence next to his mother’s suite.

         Tourmaline charged up the twisting stone stairs to find that her room was not empty. It was full of someone who was fishing through a pile of Tourmaline’s belongings, which may or may not have started life belonging to other people.

         “There you are,” said Josie. She was a little older than Persephone, perhaps even forty, with warm, golden-brown skin and hazel eyes more on the green side than Tourmaline’s. Eyes which now clamped a determined gaze on Tourmaline. “I’m returning this –” she shook a jar of semi-precious stones and minerals – “to the Geology department and I don’t want to hear one single word about it.”

         “Fine,” said Tourmaline. She had already flung off her jacket and yanked her wardrobe doors open. Now she 29was pulling various pairs of trousers from their hangers.

         “Not that I’m not very, very happy about this strange new turn of events,” said Josie, “but why exactly are we looking for clean clothes?”

         “No particular reason,” said Tourmaline, in a tone that told Josie there was a very particular reason but if she wanted to know it, she’d have to find out some other way. “Should I wear these?” She held up a pair of smart, blue, multi-pocketed trousers. “They match with this.” She yanked out a matching jacket with braiding and twisted buttons.

         Josie decided to put her suspicions where she could snatch them back up at a moment’s notice and take Tourmaline’s baffling new interest in her own appearance as a gift.

         “Perfect,” she said. Tourmaline beamed, hurriedly pulled on the clothes, and was in her dressing-table chair before Josie could arm herself with a silver hairbrush.

         “Hair?” Josie enquired cautiously.

         Tourmaline’s gaze roved for a second before it landed on a photograph tacked to the side of the mirror. “Like that,” she said, looking up at Josie, who 30was now standing behind her. “Exactly like that.”

         Josie nodded and got to work. It wouldn’t take long. The photograph was of Tourmaline’s mother, and mother and daughter had exactly the same shoulder-length hair with tight, springing coils. But where Persephone’s hair was black and her skin tanned, Tourmaline’s curls and skin were several shades lighter.

         In the photograph, Persephone was standing with her head held proudly, hair slicked back and one foot planted on a rock overlooking a sweeping view of the Valley of Queens. It looked so different to Escea. Not that Tourmaline even knew what all of Escea was like. She herself had never been anywhere except the university and into Brenia City a few times. Persephone had travelled practically the whole world, and Tourmaline longed to do the same and more.

         She stared at the likeness of her mother as Josie tugged and smoothed her hair into place and used a million clips to pin back the curls. Hair was where the similarities between mother and daughter both started and stopped. Nothing else about Tourmaline, from her height (middling as yet, but still taller than Persephone), 31to the colour of her eyes (hazel where Persephone’s were dark brown), to the many freckles on her skin, was anything like her mother.

         Persephone was short and strong, with a capable, adventurous air about her. She was very clever and knew a great deal about history and geography, and how to travel from the snow-covered mountains of Aerith to the luminous caverns of Zhenzhing without losing her compass or contracting an infectious disease. She knew how to get a drink from the inside of a Yakosh tree, and she had once told Tourmaline a story about a daring escape from a booby-trapped tomb guarded by a secret society of women defending the treasure inside. Tourmaline thought that the women might have had a point, but the story had been very exciting anyway.

         “There,” said Josie, admiring her work on Tourmaline’s hair. “Exactly the same.”

         Tourmaline scrutinized her reflection. The hair was good, but she looked exactly nothing like Persephone otherwise.

         “Do you think I look like my father?” she asked Josie. 32

         Josie put her hands on Tourmaline’s shoulders and regarded her firmly in the mirror. “You look like yourself.”

         Tourmaline frowned. She didn’t know who her father was, and by extension she often couldn’t be sure who she herself was. She thought that it might be nice to know, but unfortunately her father was even more of a mystery than her mother.

         Tourmaline had no doubt that Persephone loved her, but if Tourmaline herself was, as Josie liked to say, an open book, then Persephone was very much a closed one. Tourmaline might go as far as to say that she was also locked, heavily guarded and possibly glued shut.

         “Where did my mother meet him?” she asked, hoping if she came at the subject a little sideways, she might get some actual information.

         “It’s of no significance who he was or where he came from and you know it, Tourmaline,” Josie said severely. Tourmaline paid her no mind. Josie had a lot to say about a great many subjects, from the state of gentlemen’s fashion these days to the latest theories about quantum physics, and all of it was invariably severe. But Josie had 33been there ever since Tourmaline could remember – employed initially as a nanny for George, a job which soon expanded to include Tourmaline and after that to include the general herding, teaching, entertainment and despairing that came with her.

         Josie gave Tourmaline a brief but very firm hug. “Now, are you going to tell me why we just spent time making you look fit for an important interview?”

         She eyed Tourmaline shrewdly. Tourmaline smiled sweetly. Josie was undoubtedly one of the best adults to ever have existed, but she was still just an adult, and as such, couldn’t fully be trusted not to stop Tourmaline interrupting the dean’s dinner in the way she intended.

         Ten minutes later, Tourmaline was striding towards the doors of the Great Hall with her heart and mind set on one very specific goal. She was going to make the university find her mother.
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         George hurried to keep up with Tourmaline, his shiny shoes pattering on the polished wood floor.

         “Slow down!” He was half afraid that Tourmaline’s velocity would propel her straight into his mother, who was probably captivating her dinner guests at this point. George hadn’t a clue who that might include, only who it definitely did not include – namely himself and Tourmaline.

         His friend reached for the brass handle of the imposing door to the Great Hall.

         “Tourmaline, stop!” said George, getting braver in his desperation.

         Tourmaline heard something in his voice that made her pause and stop. Not that George knew quite what he 35was going to say next. He blinked at his friend.

         “I think we need to consider a plan of attack. You know, before, you actually attack. Mai interrupted us and I’m not sure—”

         “I know, George, and usually I’d say you’re right, because you usually are, but there isn’t time. My mother is missing and every second could be vital.” Tourmaline sighed. “I’m sorry but we just have to do this. Imagine if it was your mother who’d vanished. Wouldn’t you want me to do everything I could to help?”

         George’s chin retracted almost to his bow tie as he thought about this and found he couldn’t wrap his mind around what it would be like if his mother suddenly vanished. It left him feeling uncomfortably disloyal for a second before somebody opened the door from the other side and saved him the trouble of answering Tourmaline’s question.

         The man who had opened the door was the head of the History department, a tall, broad, imposingly handsome figure named Professor Swanson. He was also known, and had been for the last twelve months, as George’s stepfather, Jacoby. 36

         “Hello!” said his stepfather, looking, as he always did, pleased but mildly nervous to see George.

         George, who hadn’t the slightest idea how he could make anyone nervous and was much more used to being nervous himself, swallowed, smiled and blinked.

         “Hello, Jacoby.”

         Jacoby stepped out of the hall, bringing with him the tinkle of glasses and cutlery, very refined voices saying very clever things, and very polite laughter. He looked between George and Tourmaline, a flicker of startled approval crossing his face as he took in Tourmaline’s flawless outfit.

         “May I ask what you’re both doing here? By the way, wonderful essay you turned in to Professor Aladeus last week.”

         George stared up at his stepfather, his eyes wide. Professor Aladeus had been charged with the history education of the children, which had not improved his temper or his feelings towards them. George had never dreamed that anyone other than Professor Aladeus would be interested in his history essays (and even then, he doubted there was a great deal of interest). 37

         “Thank you,” he said faintly.

         “You have a very keen understanding of the subject,” said Jacoby.

         Still blinking in shock, George nodded and tried to catch a glimpse of Tourmaline. She had steamed off ahead into the Great Hall and was making a beeline for the dean, who was seated at the head of the dining table.

         “Oh dear,” he said, hurrying after his friend with an apologetic glance at his stepfather.

         The hall was laid out for an intimate dinner with the dean’s favoured members of the faculty, with rows of fine china, dazzling crystal glasses and silverware polished to a high shine. Wall sconces held huge light bulbs which sent a soft yellow glow across the scene of professors as servants glided around with silver platters holding bubbling glasses of wine.

         Jacoby hurried after George, who was trying not to run – it would only make things worse. “I have some books you may be interested in,” said Jacoby, pulling George’s attention back to the conversation. “I’d be very happy to lend them to you, if you’d like?”

         George’s polite smile, as he looked up at his 38stepfather, expanded to something much more like his actual smile.

         “I’d like that very much,” he said, and he found that he was looking forward to it, and maybe even to discussing the books after he’d read them. Then he broke into a walk so fast that it could easily have been mistaken for running because the guests, and the dean herself, had noticed Tourmaline. The dean stood up with a look that very clearly said “What is the meaning of this?”, which she directed first at Jacoby, then George, then Tourmaline herself.

         George caught up with his friend, wrestling his waistcoat back into place just as Tourmaline, in her politest voice, said, “Excuse me.”

         Faiza Gramercy, Head of Artefacts, dean of the university, holder of no less than four postgraduate degrees, and also George’s mother, looked down.

         “Tourmaline.”

         Tourmaline was only slightly daunted. “I’ve come to ask you about my mother.”

         Professor Aladeus cleared his throat. He had been sitting right next to the dean, Tourmaline noticed 39with a frown. The dean gracefully sank back into her seat. The professor said several things that Tourmaline couldn’t hear into the dean’s ear, and they both glanced at her.

         Dean Gramercy’s face became a picture of concern as she turned back to Tourmaline. “Oh, my dear, dear girl. So dreadful, but rest assured, if anyone can find their way back to us, Persephone can. And of course, we’re doing everything we can to locate her. Professor Aladeus has spoken to you about the matter already, I believe?”

         Tourmaline squirmed. “Yes, but—” She looked at Professor Aladeus. He had assumed an air of grave but condescending concern. She wanted to say that she knew for a fact that the university was doing precisely nothing to find her mother, but she couldn’t exactly reveal how she knew that. Not without giving away the secret of the space-between and letting everyone know that she had been spying and eavesdropping.

         The dean smiled the sort of smile that meant she was dismissing Tourmaline. “And of course, this really isn’t the time or place.”

         “No, of course,” said Tourmaline, “but…” 40

         “But?” asked the dean. She was starting to sound a little frayed.

         “But who is looking for her?” asked Tourmaline. “Where have they gone?

         “Tourmaline,” said Dean Gramercy, and her tone this time had George shrinking and tugging on Tourmaline’s sleeve. “Professor Aladeus has assured me that there’s nothing to worry about. Everything that can be done is being done, and I’m sure Persephone will return, perhaps even before the search party do. Ah, the first course is here.”

         The dean turned back to Professor Aladeus before Tourmaline could say anything else. But Tourmaline was not easily deterred and her gaze swept the room for another target, alighting on Professor Sharma. He had just returned from the bathroom, and when he saw her promptly fled in the opposite direction.

         Tourmaline looked at George, whose eyes pleaded with her as he tilted his head towards the door. She scowled and marched away from the dean, down the length of the table, stopping only to cram a liberal handful of soft, warm rolls into one of her pockets. 41

         “But there isn’t a search party,” George whispered, with a fearful glance back as they left the hall. “Is – is Professor Aladeus lying to my mother too?”

         “I told you he was!” Tourmaline bit savagely into a roll and strode off down a corridor. “He’s never liked me and he’s never liked my mother. He probably wants her job for himself.”

         “Where are we going?” asked George.

         “To the Stables,” said Tourmaline. “Your mother said they’re doing everything they can to find my mother and I don’t believe it, but I need to be certain. If they sent anyone to find her, then that someone would have been travelling in something. I want to see if anything’s missing from the Stables.”

         George nodded and picked up the pace. “If there is, that might also give us a clue to where Persephone was, before she disappeared.”

         “How?” asked Tourmaline.

         “Well, there’d be no point taking an ice-sled to a desert.”

         “I hadn’t thought of that,” said Tourmaline and she squeezed George’s arm to show him she was pleased. 42She thought about telling him that Persephone hadn’t even been hunting for an artefact and that something at the university needed replenishing, but she wasn’t sure what any of it meant. And the thought of admitting that her mother had been keeping things from her made her neck feel hot and itchy.

         They hurried down the dusty stone corridors, past spiral staircases leading up to forgotten turrets, out through the kitchen gardens (it was starting to get dark now) and on to the Stables. No one was around, either having been invited to the dinner or dining elsewhere, and Tourmaline made short work of the nutlock. The nutlock was something like a padlock, shaped like an acorn with a tiny twisting mechanism inside it that was supposed to be next to impossible to crack, but which hadn’t been designed with a determined twelve-year-old girl in mind.

         George glanced around, trying not to hop from one foot to the other, and then the doors were open and the two of them stepped inside on to the mezzanine gallery that ran around the inside wall of the building.
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