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Author's note



This book is written in New Zealand English. It may contain more 'u's and 's's than you're used to. 







  
  
About the Author




Melissa Gunn always planned to write books, but she trained as a scientist and climbed trees after squirrels first. Melissa enjoys combining facts that seem fantastical with actual fantasy, and creating quirky characters with a sense of humour. When she’s not trying to figure out how a dryad would react to the modern world, she takes photographs of whatever will stand still for long enough (mostly plants). She spent several years pursuing a science career before turning to fiction - though it turns out that there is even more research involved. Luckily, research is one of her favourite things. 
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Chapter One


The problem with seers





Ididn’t plan to run a magical bookshop. No-one does, surely? My plan was to move to the city and get a regular job, leaving all the expectations of being a sibyl in a long line of sibyls behind, along with my family. In case you didn’t know, sibyls are traditionally messengers of the gods, or seers. My ancestors provided the words for oracles. In modern times, my family still provides forecasts. For a fee, of course. But it’s not that they were mean or nasty — they’re not gorgons or anything like that. It’s just that it felt like I had to live up to family expectations every single day. And I was failing. 

That failure really hit home when I lost my dog. No, he didn’t die. He disappeared while I was visiting a farm owned by a distant cousin (a farmer with a sideline in animal-feed predictions), after I failed my final sibylline test. Studying helps with everything except giving actual prophecies, it turns out. I went to the farm to restore my equanimity after my failure, but in the end, it was the worst thing I could have done. 

Out on the farm, there were so many places for Rex to disappear. Shearing sheds, feed sheds, the upper mountain, the neighbouring farms. We searched, but the verdict was he’d either been dognapped (he was a handsome German shepherd after all, and there were lots of other farms nearby), or had gone off after a bitch in heat. Not one of the seers in my family pinpointed his location, and I was eventually forced to return home, broken-hearted and alone in all the ways that counted. 

"He's gone where he's needed most," my aunt Helen said after a long scrying session. 

Not what I needed to hear. After the years I’d spent with him as my companion, losing Rex was a big deal. I’d trained him as a puppy when I was a teen, laughing at his gangly legs and huge paws. I’d groomed his long Alsatian coat and walked endless miles with him as an adult. In so many ways, I sensed that losing him was a turning point for me. I couldn’t stick with the sibylline lifestyle any more, not least because I’d flunked the test, but mostly because of losing Rex. If the thing I loved most in the world could be lost and not Seen, I didn’t want to be a part of that world. Something had to change. 

“I know you miss Rex, but you can get another pet,” my mum told me. 

“Look at it this way, you don’t have to get a sitter for your holidays now,” my dad said. 

“Why don’t you get a cat?” my sister said. 

“Get yourself a bird,” my friends said. “How about a talking parrot?” 

Well-meaning, all of them, but missing the point. 

“I just want to get away,” I told them. 

My mum was silent for a few moments. “Your aunt Helen has a cottage at the beach. Why don’t you take a week there? Then you can get back to work with a clear heart and mind.”

I crossed my arms. Now it came to the crunch. I hadn’t been enjoying working in the family business since well before Rex was lost. I’d put off working for the family firm for as long as possible by spending years in online grad school, but since I’d finished there, I’d had no excuse not to join in, even without my sibylline certificate. At least, no excuse they’d accept. 

Since then, I’d been hand to the grindstone, trying to pull my weight in a business I wasn’t suited for. So, it wasn’t only Rex’s loss that had been weighing me down. 

“No, really away. It’s time for a change. I’ve got my degrees, I don’t want to do any more school, and I don’t want to go back to making stock predictions.”

Mum gasped. 

Dad said, “Now really, Sibyl, you can’t mean that.”

“But we always have more work than we can keep up with,” said Delphine. “Even with your help doing the background checks. Why would you leave?” 

Delphine is my younger sister. She had the same curly dark brown hair and tan-to-golden skin as me but was five years my junior, and she always managed to get the easiest jobs in the family business.

“Why?” I demanded angrily. “Because I don’t want to spend my entire life getting up early for the overseas exchange openings, reading the financial papers to see if the family’s predictions are correct, and dealing with boring, boring stock markets!” 

As I said, sibyls are traditionally prophets or seers. And for the last century, my family has been using their abilities to provide financial planning services. The trouble is, I’m not much good as a prophet. Hence, having to read the financial papers. Instead of seeing clear visions of the future, I’ve spent my whole life trying to gather enough knowledge to act like a prophet without actually being one. Despite spending all day, every day, with my head stuck in grimoires, histories or advanced calculus lessons, I’m a failure. The only one in a family of hereditary seers who can’t see, at least not the way they do. 

Of course, I’m the one who got stuck with the name Sibyl, while my sister, with her native ability to receive messages from the gods, got named after the site of the oracle in Greece. Unlike her, I have to accumulate knowledge the hard way and think my way through things, like mundane humans. I have to do maths. Most of my family do a bit of a trance, maybe some automatic writing, and voilà, predictions for the client. If I try a trance, I just waste the day. Automatic writing? A bunch of meaningless scribbles. I haven’t once had a genuine prediction or sight. It probably doesn’t help that I’ve never had any interest in stock markets. But I haven’t received the wisdom of the gods about anything else, either. If it wasn’t for my ability to make minor wards and charms, I’d think I was a mundane. As it was, I knew I was a dud as a seer. And I was sick of trying to pretend otherwise. 

“It’s time for me to stand on my own two feet,” I told them all. “I’m well overdue for a holiday at the very least. I’m heading away, and no-one is going to stop me.”

They looked at me, then Dad raised an eyebrow at Mum. I wondered what unspoken message he was passing, but I didn’t have to wonder for long.

“I told you she’d do this,” Mum said to Dad.

“I suppose you don't want to borrow a suitcase,” Delphine said. 

If I’d been ten years younger, I would have stamped my foot. It’s so typical of my family that she didn’t offer to give me a suitcase. Perhaps they’ve been rich for too long; they don’t like to spend money on anything.

“No, I do not. I’ve bought my own backpack and bus ticket.” I checked my phone ostentatiously. “In fact, I had better go now so I don’t miss my bus. Bye, all.”

They burst out into a cacophony of protests and questions.

“But you can’t just leave!”

“Where are you going?”

“What about tomorrow’s market briefing?”

Ignoring them all, I stalked to the back door, where I’d stowed my backpack. 

“I don’t care about the briefing, Mum. You’ll all do better in the business without me, anyway.”

Mum blinked at me, at a loss for words. 

Dad spoke. “Your attitude is highly irresponsible, Sibyl. The firm relies on you to show up for work.” 

Gee, thanks for the family love, Dad. 

“But if you go, I’ll have to do the briefing,” Delphine complained. 

“We’ll see how you’re getting on,” Mum said. 

I was sure they would. Seers, you know. But with that sort of send-off, I didn’t think I’d be telling them my side of any events. Their lack of understanding made a dull weight in my stomach as I heaved my backpack on and shut the door behind me. They did love me, I was certain. But in recent years they’d seemed blind to the fact that I was struggling to keep up, sacrificing all my spare time to the job. For the family. 

I’d had enough of putting family first. Now it was time for me. And that’s why I set off in my late twenties with only what I was able to carry on my back, ready for an adventure. 








  
  

Chapter Two


A bus trip 





Iwasn’t late for the bus. It would be at least an hour before any bus turned up. I watched the ducks chase water sprites on the pond near the main road while I waited. I found myself torn between hoping someone from my family would follow me and tell me how much they needed me to stay, and being fiercely glad that I was doing this on my own. I’d definitely stuck around at home for far too long. Why hadn’t I headed out on an adventure as soon as I reached my majority? It must have seemed like the right thing to do at the time, to remain at home and support the family business, but present-me was kicking past-me. 

Should have left long ago, Sibyl.

When the bus pulled up at last, wheels crunching on roadside gravel, I was more than ready for it. Not one of my rather large extended family had bothered to come by and persuade me to stay, or at the very least, see me off. That cemented my decision. Yes, I’d stormed out. And sure, they were probably checking out my future in crystal balls, scrying pools, mirrors, or even the backs of their own eyelids. My family is nothing if not diverse in their methods of seeing. But none of that translated to a proper send-off, and I secretly wanted them to wish me well.
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