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Chapter 
One

Tourmaline picked up a vial of green liquid and glanced 

at the professor dozing at the front of the science lab. 

Professor Nyqvist (the latest in a long line of junior 

professors at Pellavere University bribed or ordered to 

wrangle an education into Tourmaline’s head) had clearly 

found her day quite trying. Her efforts to stay awake 

weren’t going well and her head was now sagging gently 

on to the robes folded across her chest. 

Tourmaline looked at the Bunsen burner and the 

round-bottomed glass flask in front of her. The professor’s 

current state was probably for the best. In the weeks 

since Tourmaline had fallen into the Source of magic on 

the island of Elsewhere, during a mission to rescue her 

mother, there had been several unfortunate incidents, 
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over which she’d had no control. If anything untoward 

was about to happen, it would be helpful if the professor 

slept through it. She tried to think positively, though. 

With any luck, she could complete the chemistry test 

then meet George and Mai in the orchard as planned.

“No magic,” she whispered to herself. “Not now.”  

She turned the flame on the burner up, took one more 

look at the professor (still asleep), and poured the green 

liquid into the flask of red powder. 

Nothing happened. 

Which was better than something terrible happening, 

but not likely to bring about an end to the science test. 

Tourmaline needed to get on with more important 

things – like a very different, secret set of experiments 

that George had been conducting.

She tapped the glass impatiently, then gave the flask 

a shake for good measure and turned the flame up even 

higher. 

The mixture in the flask, now a muddy sort of  

colour, began to bubble. This was promising and 

Tourmaline took heart. “Professor Nyqvist,” she said,  

“I think it’s work—”
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The liquid bubbled higher, reaching the top of 

the flask. Tourmaline hastily turned the flame down, 

but more and more bubbles appeared, multiplying 

at an alarming rate. The flask was beginning to look 

ominously volcanic. 

Tourmaline didn’t have time to do anything about it. 

The contents of the flask exploded in such a spectacular 

fashion that they hit the ceiling. Tourmaline shot upright, 

eyes wide, heart frog-jumping. “I said no magic!”

The professor snorted awake, at first dazed and 

then horrified, as a cascade of noxious-smelling liquid, 

bubbles and – somehow – gas rained down on the lab. 

Tourmaline threw a frantic glance round the room for 

something – anything – that could stop the chaos.

She grabbed a fire blanket and flung it over the flask, 

but the blanket began to flicker with green flames. 

Unreasonable and impossible green flames. 

Water. She needed water. She rushed to the sink, 

filled a large flask and threw it desperately in the 

direction of the green-flaming blanket. 

The water never reached the fire. Instead, as it got 

close, the droplets turned into snowflakes that floated 
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gently down, merging with the sludgy mess that was still 

shooting from the original flask. Tourmaline threw her 

hands up in despair. “Stop!”

But the experiment seemed determined to finish what 

it had started. Tourmaline ducked under the table until 

the furious noises from the flask subsided, and then 

stayed there for several seconds longer just in case. 

“I have absolutely no idea how you even managed 

that,” said Professor Nyqvist in the stony silence that 

followed. “Miss Grey, I feel compelled to tell you that  

I have no choice but to report this to your mother.”

Tourmaline scrambled out from under the table and 

pushed her curls out of her face, which was hot and 

probably quite red. “She’s not here right now.” 

Persephone Grey, renowned artefact hunter, had 

gone to a museum to give her professional opinion on 

one of their artefacts and wouldn’t be back until the 

following day.

“Then I will leave her a note,” said the professor.  

Her jaw was clenched a little too tightly.

“Perhaps I could...” Tourmaline looked round the 

room. Something thick and lumpy dripped from  
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the ceiling on to the professor’s desk. 

“Please do leave, Miss Grey,” said the professor in a 

long-suffering tone. The flask gave a sudden warning 

belch, and Tourmaline fled.

Several minutes later, she was balanced in a makeshift 

hammock strung between two apple trees.

“And now she’s going to tell my mother,” said 

Tourmaline, having finished recounting the incident to 

her two friends. “I can’t go on like this.”

“It’s better than the thing in the bathroom,” said Mai. 

“That was much worse.”

Tourmaline had gone into a student bathroom and, 

while she was washing her hands at the long line of 

sinks, water had suddenly started gushing first out of 

one set of taps and then all of them. The result had been 

a hasty exit, a fairly large flood, and extensive water 

damage to a priceless oil painting in the apartments 

below. This had caused some difficulties for George since 

the apartments (and the priceless oil painting) belonged 

to his mother, the dean of the university.

“Just tell Persephone it wasn’t your fault,” said Mai. 

“Everyone knows strange things have been happening at 
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Pellavere lately, and not all of them are caused by you.”

“They might be,” said Tourmaline morosely. “Who 

knows?”

“Focus on the current experiment, please,” said 

George, who always became quite focused during the 

serious business of trying to figure out Tourmaline’s 

magic.

Tourmaline sighed and closed her eyes, then opened 

them, then put her hands behind her head. It was the 

exact same pose she had been in on The Hunter when her 

hands had glowed, and she’d realized that the Source had 

done something to her. 

“Anything?” asked George. 

Tourmaline looked at him. His brown hair was 

sticking up on the left side as it sometimes did. His 

pale face was serious and his pencil was poised eagerly 

over his notebook. He’d been carrying it round, taking 

careful notes on the experiments – each of which 

had been conducted in the hope of finding out when 

Tourmaline’s magic would appear, why it appeared and 

what it could do. And none of which, so far, had given 

Tourmaline any answers at all. Her magic was wild 
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and erratic, and seemingly unpredictable. The only 

thing it seemed consistently determined to do was ruin 

Tourmaline’s life.

It had been spring when she’d left Captain Violet’s 

wonderful ship, waved off the wild crew of The Hunter 

at the port and returned to the university where she 

lived with her mother (freshly rescued from the island 

of Elsewhere) and her friends George and Mai. Since 

then, her magic had made a habit of showing up only 

at the very worst moments – like when Persephone had 

asked her opinion on a new, possibly magical, artefact 

she’d found. Tourmaline, having reached out to touch 

the artefact, had seen on her hands the oil-on-water 

pattern that had been happening ever since she’d fallen 

into the Source. She’d had to run from Persephone’s lab 

calling out excuses to prevent her mother from seeing 

the strange light. 

Persephone was already keeping the secret that 

Tourmaline had fallen headfirst into the Source. 

And she’d been so very worried that Tourmaline now 

couldn’t bring herself to tell her mother that it had done 

something to her. At least not until she and her friends 
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could figure out what it was that it had done.

They’d tried so many things – most recently holding 

her hands in ice water (she wasn’t keen to repeat that) 

and jumping out of one of the trees in the orchard 

(always fun, but it hadn’t made the magic appear). 

George had even snuck into her room in the dead of 

night and crashed a cymbal next to her head. All that 

had done was make her leap out of bed shrieking and 

him run from the room calling “Sorry, sorry, sorry!”

The magic stubbornly continued to withhold its 

secrets. 

Now George’s pencil hovered over his notebook. 

Tourmaline looked carefully at her hands. “Nothing,” 

she said. “But you know they don’t always glow. They 

didn’t just now in the lab.” 

It was as though the magic liked catching her off 

guard. Or showing up as a glow and then doing nothing. 

It was as mysterious and obstinate as the island it had 

come from. 

George, who had really hoped that a hammock (as 

the place Tourmaline had been when the magic first 

appeared) would do the trick, took a deep, steadying 



17

breath and told himself that all great scientific 

discoveries were preceded by multiple failed attempts. 

But he was running out of ideas.

Tourmaline, meanwhile, was beginning to wonder 

if she was just going to have to make a run for it every 

time there was an incident, which was getting awkward. 

She wasn’t sure how many more times she could claim a 

bathroom emergency without having to visit the nurse.

Mai glanced over at the high window of the lab, 

where a light had just gone on. “Maybe you’re a ...  

a light source? You know, with the glowing.” 

“I’m not a lamp,” said Tourmaline, really hoping she 

wasn’t. 

“Of course you’re not a lamp,” said George. 

“We know that the Source just makes things more 

them,” he said helpfully. “Like the rope and its rope-ness, 

and the pocket watch that could freeze people. The Source 

didn’t give these objects new abilities, it just enhanced the 

ones they already had.”

“What about the cat?” asked Mai. “And your jacket.”

“Fitzsimmons teleporting is the very essence of  

cat-ness,” said George. He frowned. “But I’m really not 
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sure about the jacket.” 

“What’s Tourmaline-ness, then?” asked Tourmaline, 

who was still struggling to balance in the hammock. 

Mai and George both thought. 

“You’re loyal,” said Mai.

George started printing carefully in his notebook. 

“And I heard someone say headstrong and impulsive 

the other day,” Mai added, seeing that George was taking 

notes. 

“Who said that?” asked Tourmaline indignantly. 

Mai’s eyes widened and she waved her hand vaguely.

Tourmaline’s eyes narrowed. “It was Josie.” 

Mai shrugged admission. “It was Josie.”

Josie knew Tourmaline better than almost anyone 

else, having looked after her and George since they were 

both tiny babies. 

“What else are you writing?” said Tourmaline, 

suddenly sitting up and peering at the notebook. George 

tried to hide the page, but quickly gave in. 

Tourmaline sighed. George had written ‘thief ’ and ‘liar’ 

in very small letters with a question mark after each.

“I wrote them small because I know it’s not very—”
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“It’s OK, George,” said Tourmaline. “Saying things is 

sometimes lying and taking things is sometimes stealing. 

It really depends on why, and who you ask.”

“Anyway, you barely even steal things any more,” said 

Mai. “Although you do lie.”

“Well, I can’t be expected to give up everything,” said 

Tourmaline.

George nodded his agreement. It would be too much 

in one go. 

They all thought about this for several seconds, 

then George wrote, in much larger letters, the word 

‘indomitable’ on the list. He glanced up at his friend. 

“Because you really are impossible to subdue or defeat,” 

he said. 

“Mm,” agreed Mai. 

Tourmaline looked at the list and found she was 

pleased with it, although she wasn’t sure it was really 

helping with the question of what the Source had done 

to her. 

At that moment, there was a loud tearing sound and 

the bedsheets that had been used to make the hammock 

split down the middle. Tourmaline fell straight through 
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on to the grassy ground of the orchard. 

George let out a little noise – partly in sympathy for 

Tourmaline, and partly in mild distress over what Josie 

would say when she discovered the ruined sheets. 

Mai held out her hand and pulled up her friend. 

Tourmaline straightened her shirt, untied the remains  

of the sheets from the trees and bundled them under  

her arm. 

“It was worth a try,” she said. “One of your better 

ideas, really.”

The experiments, if nothing else, had been very good 

for keeping her busy. That meant she couldn’t spend 

too much time thinking about Evelyn Coltsbody, her 

recently discovered, possibly villainous father. He was 

currently detained in custody by the Agency for the 

Investigation and Classification of Magical Artefacts  

(or AICMA) for trying to take over the magical island  

of Elsewhere.

George nodded sadly. “I’m sorry, Tourmaline.”

“It’s not your fault, George. But I have to stop this 

happening. If Mai’s mother finds out...” 

They’d also recently learned that Mai’s mother, Emiko 



21

Cravenswood, worked for the AICMA. The Agency  

were responsible for removing every bit of stray magic 

from the world. And if they felt that strongly about 

whisking magical artefacts away never to be seen again, 

what would they do to a girl who had been submerged in 

the very thing that had made those magical artefacts in the 

first place?

“We won’t let her find out. We can’t.” George shook 

his head, unable to continue with that line of thought. 

Tourmaline waved her arms around as best she could 

with the sheets in the way. “I know. Believe me, George. 

The Agency wanted to destroy a whole entire island. 

And I’m a whole entire person. I’m never going near 

Emiko Cravenswood again.” She took a deep but not 

very satisfying breath, looking down at the torn sheets. 

“I’ve got to stop the magic, George. Your experiments 

just aren’t working, and if I don’t find out how to get rid 

of it soon, I’m going to get caught.”

George tried not to be offended, as this was true.

“Maybe if we knew more about all magic,” said Mai. 

“How?” asked George. 

Tourmaline let out a heavy breath. “The Agency are 
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the ones who know about that. But it’s not like I can 

march into their headquarters and ask.”

“Definitely not,” said George, relieved that 

Tourmaline didn’t, in fact, want to march straight into 

their headquarters. He wouldn’t have put it past her. 

They entered the university building, heading for 

the sitting room that Tourmaline, George, and, more 

recently Mai, shared. Tourmaline stuffed the torn sheets 

into a very old and ornate brass plant stand, which was 

currently plantless, and then stomped them down with 

one boot for good measure. George cast an anxious 

glance around and tugged on Tourmaline’s arm urgently 

as he saw a professor coming down the hallway. 

Tourmaline immediately assumed a breezy expression 

and put her hands behind her back (she’d taken to doing 

this to keep them hidden in case they decided to glow 

again) as she strolled down the corridor. “Good evening, 

Professor Sharma.” 

Professor Sharma, who had recently been promoted, 

and whose posture had greatly improved as a result, folded 

into himself slightly. “Tourmaline. Mai.” The professor’s 

gaze dropped to George then bounced quickly away. 
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George, whose own gaze had been riveted to the floor, 

sped up until the whole uncomfortable encounter was a 

few dozen paces behind and he could breathe again. 

“I’m not sure he’s quite over everything,” said 

Tourmaline.

George had been forced to assert himself with the 

professor to get the information they had needed to rescue 

Persephone. He was absolutely certain that there would be 

no getting over that for quite some time, if at all. 

As they reached the sitting room, he considered 

that maybe Tourmaline’s magical abilities had been 

affected by the chocolate cake that Quintalle Nix had 

made aboard The Hunter. Tourmaline had eaten a 

large quantity of it just before her hands had started 

glowing... He was wondering whether they should try 

chocolate cake when he realized that he was just hungry. 

Still, it was worth a try, for science. “Tourmaline, I—”

But Tourmaline had just remembered that Professor 

Nyqvist was leaving a note for her mother and that it 

would be best for everyone concerned if she intercepted 

it. It was not the first time she had done this. 

The last time, she had been looking for a report 
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about Tourmaline’s recent efforts in History, sent to 

her mother by Professor Sharma. He’d taken over the 

class after replacing Professor Aladeus (who had left the 

university under a cloud of suspicion after his dealings 

with Evelyn Coltsbody had been uncovered).

The report hadn’t been very flattering, which 

Tourmaline had expected, what with Professor Sharma’s 

promotion having gone to his head. She’d decided it 

would be best to handle the situation by feeding the 

report to the groundskeeper’s goat. Tourmaline had 

thought it might make a nice snack for the goat, and the 

goat, not being a picky eater, had agreed. 

“I have to go,” she said quickly. “If my mother hears 

what happened in the lab she might get suspicious.”

“Maybe you should just tell her?” said George, 

though he looked doubtful. “I thought you were going 

to talk more now.”

“I will tell her,” said Tourmaline. “Just as soon as  

I know exactly what it is that I should be telling her.” 

And with that she hurried off. 
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Tourmaline lingered innocently at the staff pigeonholes 

until the coast was clear, then rifled through the papers in 

her mother’s cubby. 

The note from Professor Nyqvist wasn’t there,  

which hopefully meant she had forgotten all about it. 

But Tourmaline had already been completely distracted 

by something else anyway. In among the bundle of  

post addressed to Persephone Grey was a postcard.  

It was addressed to Tourmaline Grey, which was unusual 

in itself. Beyond the birthday card from Great-Aunt 

Heliotrope which would sometimes arrive in spring  

and sometimes in autumn, but never in winter when  

it actually was Tourmaline’s birthday, this was the first 

post she’d ever received. 

It was a good thing she had got to the cubby before 

her mother had.

Tourmaline glanced around again, not sure why  

she was suddenly balanced on her toes, with an alert, 

ready sort of feeling inside her. The postcard wasn’t 

signed. On it was written a quite simple and worrying 

and impossible message:
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Meet me at the market, 
I’ll talk to only you, 

Find me when it’s darkest, 
If you want to learn the truth. 

I know your secret, Tourmaline.


