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Chapter One


The bookshop





Waking up in my new apartment over a magical bookshop was a luxurious feeling. No distant lowing of cows or bleating of sheep. No early-morning alarm reminding me to check the daily financial papers in time for the morning pre-scrying briefing. No family expectations of how to behave, what to eat, how to spend my day. Gods, what would I do? The possibilities were endless. Best of all, no-one would tell me what was going to happen before it actually did. 

Faced with a bewildering array of options and no authority figure with instructions, decision paralysis kept me in bed for another fifteen minutes. But hunger got me up in the end. I’d packed a couple of snacks, but I was in the city now. Didn’t cities have cafes? Would they be open at… I looked around for my phone to check the time and located it halfway under the bed, fortunately still plugged in. I frowned as I hauled it up by its cord. Surely I’d left it last night on the convenient bedside table that was part of the apartment’s furniture? I didn’t think I was that much of an active sleeper. The phone assured me I had time to find something for breakfast even if I did decide to open the shop today. 

What a daunting prospect. Maybe tomorrow is soon enough. Or next week. In fact, I probably need a marketing campaign first.

I’d spent the evening munching on trail mix and browsing through the bookshelves, but I hadn’t really got the basics of retail operation sorted out in my head yet, let alone being ready to try it for real. Still, I couldn’t put off opening the shop for too long; after all, Kath had told me that I could have the shop so long as I kept it running. 

I had a quick shower—washing my long chestnut hair with no-one hurrying me out of it so they could have their turn, and town water supply, so no running out of tank water, what bliss!—and dressed in the second of three outfits I’d decided were worth bringing with me. I glanced down at myself, clad in soft trousers and a T-shirt. Would I stick out, showing my rural origins? Should I have opted for something more feminine? But I wanted to be comfortable today. I expected to be moving a lot of books. 

Oh well, I can always buy more clothes. Once I’ve figured out this magical bookshop business, at least. You’ll be fine, Sibyl, I reassured myself. 

Was it only yesterday I’d left home looking for a future that wasn’t foreseen by my Seer family? (A bit late, some might say, since I was already in my late twenties). Actually, they’d probably see my future whatever I did. Seers, you know. But as someone who’d failed the sibylline exams required to become a Seer myself, I was keen to put as much distance as possible between me and a future I wasn’t cut out for, working (unsuccessfully) to predict financial futures. Not that my family was unsuccessful in their predictions—that was just me. I’d used as much education and statistical analysis as I could in my attempt to fit in with the family business, but it simply hadn’t worked.  

I’d moved out of home in what some would call a bit of a rush, trying to minimise the predictive abilities of my family by making snap decisions—not my usual approach to life at all. But I wanted to strike out and find out what I could do by myself, away from my all-Seeing family. 

The bus I’d taken at random (well, as much at random as possible in a small rural town with only the long-distance inter-city buses stopping there) had taken me on an unexpectedly eventful journey. I'd survived the bus ride itself, something which hadn’t felt guaranteed at some points of the trip. I’d  met werewolves. I’d even escaped death by dragon (of the small, swampy variety)! That was an experience I wasn't keen to repeat, even if I'd felt bad for the dragon after it ate my food and reacted badly. 

I’d ended up repressing an elemental incursion threatening farms and forest, with an elderly witch, Kath, and her mage husband Ron (not to mention their djinn and the werewolves). To be honest, it hadn’t been anything like what I’d expected, and I had been very happy to continue on my bus journey in pursuit of a less physical adventure.

On the last leg of that journey, Kath had asked me to take over their magical bookshop. It turned out that she and Ron were ready to retire, and had no-one to turn over the business to. Of course I leapt at the opportunity. I wasn’t sure what they would have done if I hadn’t crossed their path, but it was the sort of chance I hadn’t even dreamed was possible. Kath had seen me to the door of the bookshop last night and handed over the key, before heading off to catch her cruise with Ron. I was almost certain she’d left her grimoire in the bookshop too, but I’d worry about that later.   

Talk about a big day! I was still buzzing from the unexpected stroke of fortune. And dithering. I’d never worked in retail, and I didn’t really know what I was doing—but I was sure I could learn. After all, I’d learned everything barring the actual Seeing part of my family’s business. And my sister’s letter (found on the mat in front of the shop door when I arrived last night) had suggested I’d succeed in this business. However much I resented Seers in general and my family in particular just now, a small part of me was reassured by the suggestion that all would be well. 

Fortunately, my shower meant I no longer smelt of wood smoke. Once the steam had evaporated from the mirror in the bathroom, I combed my hair and put on my glasses so I could assess my appearance. Wavy hair, flattened and darkened from the shower. Check. Silver-grey eyes that suggested a Seeing ability I didn’t possess. Check. Average nose, average mouth, average face. Check. I was ready to see the world. Or at least the city. Maybe just the bookshop. 

Closing the door and descending the stairs from the apartment into the shop, I paused halfway to survey my new domain. There was certainly plenty of stock. There was also a layer of dust over most of the books, although strangely, not along the tops of the shelves. Descending the rest of the stairs, I ran a finger along the top of one shelf and examined the clean tip. Odd. Still, my stomach was sending me hunger vibes. I wasn’t in the mood for a mystery.

I’d found it hard to find my way among the shelves last night. The books weren’t ordered in anything like what I’d considered a logical manner. I decided that I wouldn’t open today; instead, after breakfast I would organise everything to my liking. That was probably the best way to familiarise myself with what was on hand, too. A smile tugged at my lips at the prospect of diving into what was effectively the biggest library I’d set foot in. It was the first real sense of joy I’d felt since losing Rex, my dog, back on my cousin’s farm. I shoved the thought of Rex far, far away. I couldn’t deal with those thoughts just now.

My stomach growled again as I prowled the stacked shelves. Right, breakfast first. This was a job worth doing on a full stomach, so I could keep going as long as I needed to. I pulled the front door closed and locked it with the key Kath had given me, then unlocked, and raised the wide-patterned grill which made a sort of airlock area between the door and the outdoors. The grill was secured with a padlock and a short chain which could be reached from either side, thanks to the large holes in the metal that formed it. I flicked the grill with a fingernail as I pulled it down to close up the shop. It was iron, but cunningly fashioned so that it rolled up. Probably someone had been thinking about keeping away the fairies when it was made. 

The noodle shop on one side of the bookshop was closed now; hardly surprising, it had had long queues late into the night. The second-hand shop was also closed, but  I wasn’t so flustered as I’d been on arrival yesterday: I noted that some of the clothes it had on display in the front window were probably worth a look later. I couldn’t remember the last time I shopped for clothes in person. Living rurally, I usually ordered something online and hoped that it would fit—or, if I wanted assurance, I asked my younger sister Delphine to foresee the fit. Maybe there were some upsides to a Seer lifestyle that I hadn’t considered when I left home. Leaving the closed shops behind me, I crossed the road to see what I could find to eat. 

The road was bisected by a flower garden, bright blooms distracting from the grimy asphalt. Further along, a trio of palm trees ruffled their fronds in the middle of a roundabout; looking past them I could catch glimpses of the inner harbour. Near the intersection was a hole-in-the-wall coffee shop that appealed for its tiny simplicity, but it only sold biscotti from a jar; not what I had in mind as book-sorting fuel. I passed a couple more closed restaurants—I could hardly believe how many were concentrated in such a small area; city people must eat out a lot more than I considered normal—before I found what I was looking for by following my nose through the door: a bakery. 

Inside, fancy cakes were arrayed behind glass. Baguettes and sourdough competed for space behind the counter. Packets of biscuits and brownies crowded a shelf to one side. Although it was still early, I had to queue to make my order. Popularity was definitely a good sign. I pondered what to pick while I waited my turn. Should I get one of the cheese and basil croissants? Or a healthy but rather pretentious brie baguette? Or what about a cheese pretzel? There were several hanging on a wooden stick on the wall beside the sourdough. 

In the end I opted for a takeaway cup of green tea for the novelty value, the cheese and basil croissant, which was huge and golden, promising buttery goodness, as well as a cherry-and-whipped-cream filled choux pastry that I promised myself I’d wait to eat until after I’d been through at least half of the books in the bookshop. Well, maybe a third. Definitely a quarter. 

Juggling my purchases and wishing I’d thought to pack a shopping bag, I almost threw my tea in the face of a customer who came through the doorway as I tried to go out. 

“Sorry, are you alright?” I gasped, as hot green tea spattered the newcomer’s T-shirt. 

“Fine,” he said gruffly, in a voice that seemed oddly familiar. 

My gaze travelled up, but not very far; the gold-flecked, hazel eyes that met mine belonged to the somewhat short, blond-ringleted werewolf who’d travelled on the bus with me yesterday. 

“Oh, er… good?” I said, wishing my voice didn’t sound so uncertain. Of course it was a good thing he was OK. I just hadn’t expected to see a familiar face in this city. Especially not a familiar face with long canines. Even if he wasn’t snarling, they were rather intimidating. Plus, werewolves were predators. Everyone I’d grown up with had been full of stories about the violent nature of werewolves. 

The predatory, fanged man stepped aside so I could exit, patting my shoulder on his way into the bakery in a brotherly way that was somehow disappointing. 

“Order ready?” he asked the baker, who I could see behind the counter, assembling several paper bags full of baked goods. 

“Here you go, Dirk. Hope the pack likes the new flavour of buns; I put a few caraway seeds in this lot.” The baker chatted amiably away about the food he’d prepared. “It’s going on the account as usual, right?” he added as he handed the bags over. 

“Yes.” 

Well, at least it wasn’t just me missing out on a full conversation from the werewolf. 

Another person approached me from the street. “Excuse me, please.” Red-haired and with a bitter twist to her lips, the new customer was clearly displeased at my presence. 

“Oh. sorry.” Realising I’d been blocking the doorway, I turned away from the bakery. Werewolf or no, it was time to get to work. I had a job to do. 
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Chapter Two


The grimoire





I’d finished the dregs of the green tea and most of the croissant before I re-entered the bookshop. I wasn’t sure if I liked the green tea; it was more bitter than I’d expected. But the croissant was quite possibly the best thing I’d ever eaten. If this was city life, bring it on. 

Opening the door to the bookshop, I noticed an odd mustiness that I was certain hadn’t been there before. And was that smoke wafting along the floor? Anxiety clenched my stomach. Surely there was nothing to spark a fire in here. I scoffed the last bite of croissant and licked my buttery fingers. Whatever was going wrong, greasy fingerprints on the books wouldn’t help.  

Following the smoke between the aisles, a rising sense of dread made my quick footsteps feel slow. I rounded the end of the first bookshelf. There was nothing untoward there, but I thought I heard something scratching in the ceiling. Still, scratching wasn’t fire; I probably just needed to lay some mousetraps. I kept going down the next aisle, smoke wafting with every step. Was it really smoke though? There was no burning smell, and certainly nothing making my eyes water like the smoke in the forest yesterday. I narrowed my unwatering eyes. The smoke wasn’t purple like Ron’s djinn. But it wasn’t quite as mundane as it was trying to appear either. I turned around the final stack and arrived at the velvet curtain which disguised the scrolls and the more expensive grimoires. There. 

Smoke poured out from beneath the curtain. I whipped it aside, and sure enough, a grimoire whose cover I was sure I recognised, decorated as it was with an intricate pattern that could be Celtic, or then again might be locally inspired, was open on the floor, flipping its pages to and fro. Smoke billowed from the book, wafted aloft by the flipping pages. 

“What are you doing?” I demanded, feeling rather silly as I spoke aloud to a book. At least it wasn’t an inanimate object, I consoled myself. The pages stopped flipping, and the book fell open invitingly. Clearly, I was supposed to read this page. “All right, what’s the problem?” I bent down to read, waving smoke away from my face. “Can you stop with the smoke? It’s hard enough to see in here as it is, with no windows for natural light.” Squinting a little, I read. 


Paw prints in the dust below, 
Intruders indicated above. 
Though ever alone I go,
Togetherness I would love.


I suppressed a groan. The grimoire’s poetry hadn’t been improved by its journey, clearly. But I remembered Kath’s warning—don’t insult the grimoire—and didn’t speak my thoughts aloud. Instead, I tried to puzzle out the meaning of the rhyme. 

I had noticed scuffs in the dust. The mousetraps had better be a priority. 

“OK, I’ll deal with the mice. But… you’re a book.” 

The pages flipped warningly before opening again on the same poem. There was another line below it now, clearly separate thanks to the white space around it. 

Identification is the first step to success.

“Alright, a grimoire. I…” I decided that telling the grimoire it was supposed to be alone wasn’t a winning strategy. “Would you like to be put up behind the desk so you can see what’s going on?” That should be just as safe a spot as hidden away in the alcove. But there was more page-flipping. I wished it would just write another poem; hard though the poems were to interpret, page-flips weren’t very clear, either. “Right, so you don’t want to be on display?”

One page turned emphatically. 

“I’ll take that as a no. So what do you want? There are plenty of other books around you.” I looked behind me at the rows and rows of books. “Did you want to be placed with some different books?” There was a gust of wind and the magical smoke swirled high. I coughed. It might not make my eyes water, but it had enough substance to impede my breathing. The grimoire’s pages flipped excitedly. “Looks like that’s a yes. But so far, I don’t know what other books there are, so if you can clear up this smoke, I can get on with cataloguing everything. Then I’ll know what else there is, and maybe where to shelve you. All right?” 

A single page flipped over. 

“I’m assuming that means yes.” I hesitated. One page flip had meant no before. It wasn’t a great mode of communication, but I felt sure the grimoire would let me know if I got things wrong. “No more smoke, OK? I’ll work as fast as I can.”

The grimoire was still, and I thought that perhaps the smoke slowed a little. That was probably as close to agreement as I was going to get. Now I’d just have to find some windows to clear the smoke so I could see to start sorting books.
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