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Chapter 1
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“I am never going back to work again!” Jane declared as she strode into the kitchen, tossing her jacket onto one of the stools, and Lewis looked up absently from the cookbook he was studying on the counter. “People suck!”

“They do?” he queried then glanced at the clock above the back door. “You’re home late.”

“Only by two hours,” Jane drawled grumpily as she dropped onto the stool at the kitchen island.

Sometimes her brother was the master of stating the obvious.

“Thanks for noticing I didn’t come home on time by the way,” she groused, eyeballing him huffily. “You didn’t even call the shop to see if I was okay.”

He rolled his eyes, sprinkling some green stuff into the simmering pan he was stirring.

“Anyone who is stupid enough to take you on, deserves everything they get,” he scoffed.

“That’s not the point,” she protested indignantly. “I could’ve fallen over and knocked myself unconscious.”

“Then you wouldn’t have been able to answer the phone even if I did call the shop,” he pointed out dryly. “So what happened this time? Mrs Hodges demand another refund? She hasn’t had one in the past few days.”

“Ugh, that woman,” Jane groaned, leaning her head back.

She exhaled loudly, releasing her thick chestnut hair from the hair-tie to ease the headache pounding at her temples.

“I’m sure she’s doing it on purpose,” she muttered. “All of the books I’ve sold her have been in perfect condition. Yet the moment she gets her hands on them, she suddenly finds a blotch of ink on the cover or a small rip...”

“That ‘small’ rip reached halfway up the page,” he rebuked.

“Exactly! I would’ve noticed something like that before putting it on the shelf. Hell, I wouldn’t have even put it on the shelf,” she ranted as Lewis pottered about the kitchen, moving things from one place to another, returning ingredients to their rightful places. “I just can’t seem to catch her causing the damage.”

“Your superpowers aren’t picking up anything?” he asked distractedly. She shook her head.

“She genuinely thinks that I’m selling them to her like it,” she sighed.

He glanced at the cookbook again, mumbling under his breath as he read the instructions and Jane gestured subtly at the little spoon beside the pan.

It rose into the air silently before dipping into what he was cooking and she beckoned it closer. It drifted across the room easily and she cast a brief glance at Lewis as he noticed the spoon was missing.

He started moving things to search for it, his confusion obvious then sighed. He turned to look at Jane flatly, just as she popped the spoon into her mouth.

She licked the spoon clean before sending it floating back to him as she wiped a smudge of leftover sauce from her bottom lip.

At nineteen, her younger brother still wasn’t sure what he wanted to do with his life, but damn he was good in the kitchen.

“That’s pretty good,” she complimented as he snatched the spoon out of the air with a withering look in her direction.

“I’ll let the neighbourhood cats know you like it,” he drawled. “It’s their dinner you’re eating.”

She looked aghast then started scrubbing at her tongue.

“Ugh, Lew! How could you...?” she gagged, wondering if she could simply scour the top layer of her tongue without too much pain.

She noticed his smirk and paused.

“It’s not really for the cats, is it?” she realised.

“No, but it would serve you right,” he scolded, tossing the spoon into the sink before retrieving a new one from the drawer.

He glowered at her when the dishcloth landed on his head, rolling his bi-coloured eyes at her childish response. He tugged it from his head and dropped it on the counter before returning to what he had been doing.

“So what else made you so late?” he asked idly. “Mrs Hodges doesn’t like being out past seven.”

“Had a group of college kids come in just before I closed up,” she grumbled, resting her chin on the heel of her hand, her bent elbow braced on the counter. “They touched everything. They moved books from where they were supposed to be, they didn’t put things back after taking them off the shelves, they knocked over a stack of boxes...”

Lewis winced, looking at her sympathetically as she anguished over the chaos caused by the group.

She hated disorder, at least when it came to her shop. The books always had to be in the right place, always had to be tidy and placed just so.

“Then this girl fell into me,” she added. “She wasn’t part of their group though.” She grimaced at the memory. “She does not have a happy home life.”

He raised an eyebrow questioningly.

“You let her touch you?” he disapproved. “You know what that does to you.”

She made a face.

Whenever anybody touched her bare skin or whenever she touched an item that held strong emotions, she was given an insight into their life; past or present.

Sometimes she was presented with visions of good things, like a loving family or partner, or watching the person celebrating with their family or other some such happy events.

Other times the sights weren’t so good. She had seen their traumas, their abuse, the bleak side of life and the dark thoughts that people harboured in the deep recesses of their minds.

With each insight she felt their joy, their pain, their fear...

“How bad was it?” Lewis asked distractedly, carefully ladling the soup into two bowls. Jane sighed heavily.

“Abusive boyfriend,” she said glumly. “She tries to convince herself that he does love her, but deep down she knows it’s wrong what he does. She just doesn’t believe that she’s strong enough to be by herself. They’ve been together since secondary school.”

“What did you say to her?” he asked, bringing the bowls over to the island counter.

“Who said I told her anything?” she protested.

He just gave her a look, sitting opposite her and she made a face.

“Okay, so I might have told her that if she ever needs a place to go, then she’s always welcome to come to the shop,” she sighed grudgingly.

“She pretended not to know what you meant?” he guessed. She nodded glumly. “You tried, Sis. Some people just aren’t strong like you.”

She snorted.

She’d been just thirteen when she’d escaped with him in the middle of the night, rescuing them from their abusive stepfather.

Their mother had died unexpectedly several years prior and she had her suspicions that Paul had been responsible, but there hadn’t been enough evidence to actually accuse him.

They’d managed to find refuge with their mother’s sister, until her untimely death when she was sixteen and Lewis was nine.

They left before the social services had a chance to split them up, since Lewis had still been a minor. She had taken responsibility of him since, raising him by herself for the past nine years, until he was legally able to go where he pleased.

“They’re strong for surviving it,” Jane disagreed, returning to the conversation. “They just lack confidence. All they need is that little bit of support. So if someone called Anaevia – or Nephi – comes in asking for me, let her in and don’t tell anyone that she’s there.”

“You really think that she’ll come back?” he asked dubiously.

She looked thoughtful as she thought back on the quiet blonde girl, stirring her bowl absently.

There had been the faintest glimmer of hope in the girl’s pale blue eyes at her offer of safety, the dark bruising on her skin poorly hidden by makeup.

“Maybe,” Jane finally answered, sighing as she shrugged. “I can hope.” She raised an eyebrow at him, waving the end of her spoon in his direction. “Now, onto other matters. What’s this about you having a date tonight?”

He blinked then flushed as he realised that she had caught his errant thoughts.

“It’s nothing serious,” he mumbled, fidgeting awkwardly. “We’ve only spoken a couple times...”

“Uh huh,” she said disbelievingly, quirking an eyebrow. “Your thoughts say otherwise. I hope you’re planning on using protection.”

His eyes widened as he turned beet red.

“Jaynie...I’m nineteen,” he blustered.

“Exactly. You’re far too young to be having a girl show up saying that you’re her baby-daddy,” she scolded. “You only work part-time at the shop and that’s not enough of an income for you to be raising a kid on.” He gave her an anguished look.

“Jaynie...” he whined. She chuckled.

“Eat up. You’re gonna need the energy if your date goes well tonight,” she teased.

He turned even redder.

~*~
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Chapter 2
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NEXT DAY

(2nd January 2022)

“Lewis, c’mon,” Jane called impatiently, standing at the bottom of the stairs as she searched her bag for her car keys.

It would take about thirty minutes to reach the shop if traffic was good, she mused distractedly. Forty if there were road works or they got caught in the work rush.

They lived just outside of the main hustle and bustle of town, the location offering them both privacy and safety, giving them added security if Paul caught up to them again.

He had found them once before, causing them to move again as soon as they could pack a bag before fleeing.

This was the most recent in a long line of places they had lived, in their pursuit of keeping out of their stepfather’s line of sight.

So far he hadn’t found them in Taunton and she planned to keep it that way. They had lived there for the past three years, her nearest neighbour a woman called Aurora, and she could only hope that this time they would be lucky.

Normally Lewis was up with the crack of dawn, but this morning he seemed to be taking his sweet time getting ready and she was getting annoyed.

“Lewis, I swear, if you’re not down here in the next eight minutes, you’re gonna be walking to work,” she threatened.

“I’m coming,” he yelled.

Jane huffed, glancing at her watch restlessly.

A new shipment was due in today and if she wasn’t there to accept it, the driver would just leave them on the street like they were trash.

She bristled at that.

They had no respect for books and she had butted heads with them on more than one occasion. They didn’t seem to be learning from their mistake though.

She blinked when a pretty blonde girl squeezed past her at the bottom of the stairs, her face bright red as she mumbled a greeting.

She still wore the clothes from the night before and Jane’s lips twitched.

Lewis’ date must have gone really well.

Lewis was puffing when he finally showed himself, hurrying down the stairs as he tucked his shirt in, straightening his mussed hair distractedly.

He joined his date at the front door, the girl avoiding Jane’s amused gaze as Lewis opened it for her. Then they hesitated, seeming all too aware of Jane’s presence.

Jane smirked, pretending to fuss with her dark hair in the mirror as she watched them in the reflection.

Lewis finally plucked up enough courage to kiss the girl on the cheek chastely, before Jane ushered them both out of the house impatiently.

*
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She locked the door with a jangle of the keys, as she heard Lewis mumble something to the girl about having a great night, before Jane turned to them.

“Are we all done here?” she asked briskly, looking between them both before nodding. “Good. I hope you remembered to use protection last night. Who knows the things you can catch these days?”

The girl squeaked then rushed away, her expression horrified.

Lewis went to speak, but she was too far away and he turned to glare daggers at Jane, his cheeks hot. His embarrassment was heavy on the cold air; rubbing against Jane insistently and making her own stomach churn slightly.

She ignored it as she focused on putting her house keys in her bag.

“Thanks for that,” he said acidly.

“You want to walk to work?” she offered calmly and he scowled.

She rolled her eyes, heading towards the beat up Ford they shared.

“Don’t worry, little brother of mine. She still likes you,” she reassured him calmly. “She’s just embarrassed to be caught doing the walk of shame.”

He paused and she felt his simmering temper cool.

“You sure?”

“Mhmm. Though I would watch out for her,” she warned as he hurried after her, their breath clouding in front of them as they walked.

“Watch out for her?” he repeated sharply. “Why?”

“Oh, she’s also dating a lad called Daniel Dobson,” she answered idly as she slid into the car, shivering as she slid onto the cold seat.

She shut the driver’s door before rubbing her hands together to warm them up. She blew into them before placing them on the chill steering wheel as Lewis got into the passenger seat with a frown, closing the passenger door after him.

“She is?”

“She went to the cinema with him the night before yesterday,” she confirmed as she started the car with a turn of the key.

She checked her mirrors sharply before reversing out of the driveway, looking back between the seats out the rear window.

“She said she was babysitting,” he said suspiciously. She shrugged, straightening in her seat as they exited their driveway.

“Well, her ‘babysitting’ ended rather well too,” she said dryly then shot him a pitying look. “Sorry to tell you this, bro, but Daniel did better in the bedroom department.”

He gaped at her, but she ignored the look as she focused on overtaking another car carefully, before glancing at him again.

“We have some books in the shop you should take a look at,” she suggested brightly. “It might help with your performance.”

He reddened at that, but didn’t say another word all the way to the shop.

~*~
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Chapter 3
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TWO WEEKS LATER

(17th January 2022)

“You can’t just leave them here,” Jane argued, gesturing at the boxes that the hefty man had just dumped on the ground outside the shop.

They were making it difficult to pass and earned her more than one dirty look from people passing by.

Not to mention their rude thoughts smacking her relentlessly as she fought with the truck driver on where had simply left them for her to deal with.

She ignored the mental insults and focused instead on having the man do his job properly.

“Look, lady. You weren’t here so I had to put them there,” the driver grunted, the stink of cigarette smoke on his breath.

He held the clipboard out for her to sign and one nicotine stained finger forcefully tapped the form attached to it.

She shook her head in refusal, her hands braced on her hips.

“They need to go inside,” she repeated, her dark brown eyes narrowed on him. “You can’t just leave them here.”

“If you don’t sign for them then we gotta take them back to the warehouse,” he exasperated, as though she was making his life difficult on purpose.

She would make it even more difficult if he didn’t do as he was told, she seethed, her temper taking the nip out of the air that had been biting at her since she had woken up that morning.

Thankfully the shop was warmer. At least once the radiators had had a chance to heat up.

“If you’re gonna take them back to the warehouse, that means you’re gonna have to pick them all back up to put them back in your truck,” she countered, smiling sweetly. “Since you’re gonna have to pick them up anyway, you may as well put them in my shop, where they’re meant to be. Then I’ll sign your paperwork, you can go on your merry way and I won’t make a complaint to your manager for the disgraceful way that you’ve been treating my deliveries. How’s that sound?”

He grumbled under his breath, muttering to his just as burly colleague, before nodding to her, clearly unhappy about having to do more work.

“We’ll do it this time, but next time you ain’t here, you can move them yourself,” he grunted sourly before moving away with his colleague.

“Everything good?” Lewis asked cautiously as he appeared in the doorway, his bi-coloured eyes cautious.

He grumbled when one of the delivery men barged past bad-temperedly with a moving trolley stacked with boxes, forcing him to step backwards into the doorframe.

He stepped back smartly, rubbing his arm sorely with a grimace as he glowered at the man’s back.

“Watch it!” he called grumpily.

All he got was a scowl sent his way and Lewis turned to Jane with a sigh.

“I would say that he’s the sort to spit in our food,” he remarked. “Think it’s the same with books?”

“You should probably make sure they’re not breaking anything,” she suggested glumly and he disappeared from the doorway.

“Miss Baker, I wish to make a complaint,” came a loud declaration.

Jane closed her eyes with a muttered prayer for strength as she resisted the urge to pretend the woman wasn’t there. Instead, she took a deep breath before turning to face the smartly dressed woman with a polite smile pinned to her lips.

Bottle-blonde hair cut short into a bob, makeup immaculately applied. Even her eyebrows were groomed and pencilled into fine arcs over her hazel eyes.

She was stood clutching the hand of a surly lad about the age of seven, brandishing a book in Jane’s direction with the other.

“Mrs Hodges,” Jane greeted, feeling the throbbing at her temples begin to beat an insistent, repetitive tempo. “How can I help you today?”

The woman held up the tattered book primly, the corners looking as though they had been chewed on by a teething puppy.

“This book is in an unacceptable condition,” she announced loudly and Jane gritted her teeth.

She knew she hadn’t sold the book looking like that. It wouldn’t have even reached the shelves.

Secondly, she could remember the sale clearly. The woman had only purchased it the day before. It was the reason she had been held back so late at work.

“I demand to know what is going on, Miss Baker,” Mrs Hodges continued in a high pitched voice, her voice carrying just enough to gain attention as people passed by. “Every book I buy from you is always in a dreadful state, yet your policy is to guarantee the sale of books in immaculate condition.”

“I’m very sorry that you’re not pleased with our service, Mrs Hodges,” Jane apologised with a forced smile. “If you would like to come inside, I’ll sort out your refund.”

The woman huffed, stalking into the shop as she dragged the gangly lad behind her and Jane looked up at the overcast January sky with a pleading expression.

Why me?

“Miss Baker!” Mrs Hodges called sharply and Jane groaned before trudging into the shop reluctantly.

*
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Several minutes later Jane had processed the refund, but Mrs Hodges was still standing at the till.

Lewis had disappeared, supposedly to monitor the delivery of books, but Jane knew that he was just avoiding the demanding woman parked in front of the counter.

Even the delivery men seemed to be making an active effort to avoid the woman after one of them had nearly clipped her with a trolley on accident.

“Are you listening to me, Miss Baker?” Mrs Hodges demanded.

“Yes, Mrs Hodges,” Jane sighed, forcing her smile to remain in place, but it was starting to feel strained.

The woman drew herself up haughtily.

“You’re lucky you still have my patronage,” she sniffed. “I came here with a legitimate concern and you just brush me off. You keep selling me sub-par books...”

Yet you still keep coming back, Jane exasperated mentally.

“...and you can’t even give me the courtesy of listening,” Mrs Hodges continued sharply, obviously put out by Jane’s apparent dismissal.

She tapped a single, well manicured fingernail on the counter aggressively.

“Is this how you treat all of your customers, Miss Baker?” she demanded icily. “It amazes me that you still have any clientele.”

“Excuse me,” someone interrupted and Mrs Hodges turned in surprise to find an older, grey-haired woman standing behind her. “I would like to buy these books please, Jane.”

Therese brushed past Mrs Hodges calmly, placing a handful of paperbacks onto the counter and Jane gave her a stressed smile.

“Excuse me, I haven’t finished yet,” Mrs Hodges protested indignantly, drawing herself up haughtily.

Therese turned a gimlet stare on the other woman, her pale eyes shrewd.

“Oh, I do beg your pardon,” she said blandly, her voice dry. “It sounded like you had.”

Mrs Hodges tossed her head, sending her short, perfectly groomed hair bobbing against her shoulders as she turned back to Jane primly.

“As I was saying, your policy states that you guarantee every book you sell is immaculate,” Mrs Hodges huffed. “But you are not providing the service that I am paying for.”

Jane bit back her groan of frustration.

This was what set her back during the work day.

Every other customer was polite – most of the time – and only brought up any sort of complaint about the books if it was extreme. They understood that a second-hand book shop was not always going to have books in pristine condition.

Mrs Hodges, on the other hand, seemed to relish taking up as much of Jane’s time as she could on each visit, and found any and all reasons to complain about something.

“The moment I get home, I find that every book you’ve sold me, is in less than ideal condition,” the woman frustrated. “Now I want to know what it is you plan to do about it.”

“Mrs Hodges, I have already refunded you for your book,” Jane said evenly. “I cannot do anything more for you.”

“That’s not good enough,” Mrs Hodges flared.

“If you’re looking for suggestions, I would recommend training your child better,” Therese intervened idly. “There are classes for that.”

Mrs Hodges turned to her angrily at the insult, but Therese didn’t even blink, instead gesturing to the side of them.

Jane followed her gaze and whimpered, her heart leaping into her throat.

Mrs Hodges’ son was currently standing at a nearby shelf, casually tearing out page after page of a book before tossing the mutilated cover aside. The remains on the floor around him told of more than one casualty of the unnecessary book-slaughter and he openly reached for another as the trio looked at him.

“Hey, stop that,” Jane cried, running out from behind the counter to snatch the latest victim from his hands.

He didn’t even blink, his gaze not wavering from hers as he calmly tore a page out from another book right in front of her, the sound loud in the otherwise quiet shop.

Jane’s hands trembled with anger and upset as she pushed him firmly back towards his just as vile mother.

This shop was her livelihood. She had worked multiple jobs and saved up for years to be able to even open it and now this...demon in disguise, was destroying everything just because his mother was too busy arguing to ensure that he behaved properly.

“Don’t touch my son like that,” Mrs Hodges gasped in outrage, dragging her son closer to clutch him tightly as though Jane had tried to throw him through a window.

It’s not too late, her evil side whispered.

Jane forced the tempting thought from her mind as she fixed Mrs Hodges with a stony expression.

“Your son is destroying my property,” she said through clenched teeth, her patience for the woman now at an all-time low. “You are lucky that I don’t have you arrested for destruction of property.”

“You shouldn’t leave them within reach of children,” Mrs Hodges dismissed as she waved a hand unconcernedly, refusing to acknowledge her son’s shameful behaviour.

Jane stiffened, her eyes narrowing as she felt her temper hit boiling point.

She was slow to anger, but when she reached that point, even Lewis knew to run. This woman and her spawn of Satan were quickly helping her reach it.

“Or maybe you should teach him better behaviour,” Therese grunted.

The other woman bristled at the accusation that her son was anything less than perfect.

“Maybe keep him on a leash when you’re out in public,” Therese continued suggestively.

“A leash?” Mrs Hodges spluttered, looking offended. “That is a ridiculous and offensive suggestion! My son is not a dog.”

The woman looked like she was going to have an apoplexy, her face as red as a firetruck and Jane wondered idly if she would need to revive the woman if this continued, or if she even wanted to.

She sighed mentally.

If she didn’t help then that would mean a lot of paperwork and she really didn’t have the time.

“You’re right. He’s not a dog,” Therese agreed, but her eyes were sharp on the woman. “A dog is trained better. They know not to destroy things. It’s usually one of the first things taught in fact.”

“Well, I never,” Mrs Hodges gasped indignantly.

Therese waved a hand disinterestedly.

“Yes, we all know that you never taught your child to behave. That is very much apparent,” she scoffed. “You’re probably one of these ‘free thinkers’ who believe that a child shouldn’t be disciplined in any way. I can tell your positive reinforcement is working out real swell.”

Mrs Hodges looked horrified.

“Are you suggesting that I...spank my son?” she choked, holding a hand to her chest.

“Normally I’d suggest a time-out or a stern talking to,” Therese dismissed. “But your boy seems past the stage of that even bothering him.”

“Well, I never,” Mrs Hodges repeated breathlessly.

“You’ll find the books you buy are less damaged too,” Therese added, nodding at the boy as he chewed on the corner of the book he held, his expression vacant.

“Are you suggesting that my son is to blame for the dreadful quality of the books sold here?” Mrs Hodges spluttered.

“Suggesting?” Therese scoffed. “Girl, I’m outright telling you that your son is to blame. I’ve never had a problem with any of the books I’ve bought here over the years, but then I also don’t leave them with a menace.”

She made a little shooing motion with her hands as Mrs Hodges looked flabbergasted that someone had dared speaking to her in such a way.

“Now, if you don’t mind, I have better things to do and this poor girl has to clean up the mess that your...child has left on the floor,” Therese said impatiently.

“It seems that there are no manners to be expected from some people,” Mrs Hodges huffed icily.

“It seems so,” Therese agreed pleasantly. “Now, you have a nice day.”

Mrs Hodges stiffened angrily before forcing a thin smile on her lips. Instead of retorting, she grabbed her son’s hand and marched him from the shop as he screamed blue murder, the poor book he had been mutilating, now lying in tatters beside the counter.

The door slammed shut behind her, the boy’s shouts echoing down the street and Jane looked down at the destruction in dismay, her stomach twisting as her heart panged at the sight.

“Thank you, Therese,” she sighed unhappily.

Therese patted her arm kindly, making sure not to touch her bare arm.

The older woman knew what she was and did try to take it into consideration when she could.

“Oh, that woman just gets on my nerves,” Therese scoffed, waving a hand airily. “She was an absolute horror in a restaurant the other night. I’m surprised more people don’t ban her from their establishments. Her son is no better. He does behave moderately well when she isn’t around though.”

“You can’t be serious?” Jane spluttered. “You think he’s acting out to get her attention?”

“Have you not met the woman?” Therese drawled. “Doesn’t hold much in the maternal department, does she? I can see her pushing him to be a doctor or lawyer, just so she can boast to her ‘high class’ friends about how successful he is. Instead, he’s going to be a DJ and live on the other side of the world just to be away from her.”

“Is that just a guess or is it set in stone?” Jane asked dryly.

She knew the woman could ‘see’ these sorts of things. Therese was a clairvoyant, which meant that she could sometimes see things in a lot more detail than she could. She didn’t need to touch anything to see it either.

Jane made a face.

She, herself, was simply an Empath and a psychic. She could only see things in the past or present. Or feel them as the case went.

Therese just smirked.

“I suppose we’ll see, won’t we?”

“Is she gone?” Lewis asked warily, peeking his head out from behind a nearby bookshelf.

Jane rolled her eyes at his obvious attempt to hide.

“Come here, boy, and help your sister,” Therese scolded. She pointed at the mess on the floor and he winced.

“Mrs Hodges’ son?” he guessed glumly. Jane nodded dispiritedly. “I’ll get the dustpan...”

As he went to fetch it, Therese turned to Jane.

“I’ll take it from here,” she told Jane firmly. “You go check out that new delivery I saw arriving. They came from one of the oldest houses in town, which was owned by a very old vampire.”

“What happened to the vampire?” Jane asked curiously. “They don’t like giving up their stuff easy.”

“Oh, he willingly walked into the sun,” Therese answered unworriedly. “You live long enough and you just get tired of it all.”

Lewis reappeared, armed with a dustpan and brush, and Therese waved Jane away before turning to serve an older gentleman who had approached the till with a handful of books.

Therese often helped out at the shop as a volunteer, so she didn’t need to be supervised or told how to run things. She’d deal with any sales or problems that might arise.

Jane left them both to it, relieved to be away from the public side of things.

*
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She found the shipment stacked neatly in the centre of the room, surprising her.

She was certain the delivery men would’ve simply tossed them down anywhere, just like they had outside, but clearly Lewis had made sure they treated the books with respect.

Her brother was seven years her junior, but sometimes he could be rather mature about certain things.

She smiled to herself reluctantly.

Maybe she could ease up on teasing him about that girl from this morning. Only a little bit though. Maybe.

She opened the topmost box curiously, rifling through the hastily packed contents.

There were a few magazines mixed in with the papers and she discarded them to the side dismissively before continuing her search.

She knew she had found an actual book when images started flashing through her mind. It only lasted a few seconds, but it was enough to portray that the owner had been very fond of the book.

She withdrew it, glancing at the cover, and an eyebrow rose.

Who knew such an old vampire would be so keen on romance novels?

She allowed herself a smile then began to sort them into piles ready for shelving or throwing in the trash.

~*~
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By the time noon came around, she had managed to slog through most of the boxes.

The contents had been separated into piles; re-useable, magical and trash. The re-useable pile would be checked for damage and repaired where possible, ready for shelving.

Those that were too damaged to be sold as ‘like new’ would be put into the bargain bin for people who didn’t mind the odd irreparable blemish.

Unlike Mrs Hodges, she muttered to herself irritably as she scooted over to the next box.

The first one she touched sent a prickle of static across her fingertips and she handled it carefully before adding it to the moderately sized collection of magical books.

Those books weren’t to be viewed by anyone and would be kept in a sealed vault beneath the shop. The information inside each of them would reveal too much Supernatural knowledge to the general public, something that humans weren’t ready for yet and could be downright dangerous in the wrong hands.

She was very careful about who she sold those to.

“How’s it going up here?” Lewis asked as he popped his head into the room.

She glanced up at him absently as he whistled when he saw how much she had already gotten through.

“One box left,” Jane answered, sounding pleased. “Quite a few can be resold. They’re in pretty good condition.”

“I’m not surprised,” he grunted, ambling over to peer into the box curiously. “Vampires look after their stuff.”

“And you would know this...how?” she asked dryly.

“Haven’t you seen the stuff Alistair brings in?” he chuckled. “They look like he’s just bought them at another shop before bringing them in here. That man sure knows how to look after a book.”

She had to admit he had a point. Their friendly neighbourhood vampire certainly treated his books with respect.

“Wasn’t Therese working you like a dog?” she asked instead.

He shrugged, crouching to rummage nosily through the box that she was knelt by.

“She’s letting me have a quick break while she watches the shop,” he muttered distractedly.

He lifted a thick leather-bound book, the dark cover plain and untitled. It looked like a journal of some sort and he waved it at her.

“This one looks like a good read,” he commented. “Though it could just be all about toe fungus or something.”

She glanced at what he held then frowned, sensing something different about it.

“Let me see that,” she murmured.

He handed it over to her unquestioningly before turning back to the box, but Jane didn’t notice.

The moment her hand touched the book, images flickered through her brain, sucking her in. Unlike what normally happened, these were sharp and crystal-clear and she gasped, her eyes widening as the room faded around her...
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...Battle raged furiously around her, smog filling the air as fire crackled loudly, the heavy, clogging scent of ash and smoke filling her nostrils, making her cough.

Men shouted, the dark sky holding a deep rich orange glow, indicating that there was more than the one fire burning nearby.

Walls encircled her, stretching up impossibly tall and towering over her, highlighted by the flames. Sinister shadows danced wildly around her, merging with the scorch marks already staining the dark wood and making the area appear even more foreboding.

A torrent of flame suddenly roared past and Jane squeaked, lifting a hand to protect herself as she recoiled instinctively.

The blaze scorched her in passing, making her hiss in pain and she cradled her injured arm to her chest gingerly as she lifted her head to find the culprit. Her eyes widened.

A draconic head rose before her, firelight glinting on the scales and making them appear bronze. Its eyes glinted gold in the shifting shadows around its face, though a hint of bright green could still be seen beneath it, almost like a feline’s eyes refracting light in the dark.

It opened its maw to roar loudly, making the ground tremble beneath her feet and Jane fell backwards onto her ass.

A louder roar replied, making the sky shake violently above them and she watched in awed terror as an even larger head came into view, its ebony scales merging with the flickering shadows around them.

Wings the size of ship sails flared above her, almost blotting out the orange glow in the night sky. Its eyes were pure gold, gleaming like jewels amidst the dark scales, its pupils mere slits as it focused on the other creature sharply.

The black dragon opened its tremendous maw to reveal rows of teeth and Jane’s eyes widened.

Lots and lots of teeth.

Her heart pounded in her throat hard as she stared up at it in horror, when her attention was taken by the first scaled head as it snarled ferociously, its bronze scales glinting brightly in the surrounding inferno.

A deep orange glow grew deep in its throat, but then Jane jumped when a second torrent of flame jetted out of its mouth. It struck the black dragon hard enough to make it stumble, but then the black dragon launched itself at the other.

They collided with a clash of snarls; scales rasping against scales, the low hiss then roar of flames being expelled, talons scraping against natural scaled chainmail.

Jane found herself kept in constant motion as she fought to stop from being flattened by their brutal movements, scrambling to find a safe place in the walled arena.
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