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CHAPTER 1
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Icrack open the door and breathe a sigh of relief at the slightly cooler air, quickly closing the door behind me, shutting out the heavy, humid blanket of late afternoon/early evening early-summer New Orleans air, leaving it to sulk alone in the hallway, like some kind of truant child.

This building is weird like that—the shop downstairs always at least acceptably not-too-moist (god, I hate that word), not too hot. My apartment upstairs kept at a tolerable temperature by ancient wheezing window units. And then all the spaces in between just regular New Orleans air and temperatures. Like the hallway.

Central air. Real ducts, serious vents, a whisper instead of a growl. Now that the deed’s mine, free and clear and no mortgage, maybe I should do it. The living room unit almost always works, but last spring the bedroom unit got a musty odor that took weeks for me to clean up, and Shirley says either way it’s too hot in the kitchen May to September to do any cooking. Not that Shirley really does much cooking October to May, mind you. Anyway, I like saving. Saving makes you safe. Besides, it’s not like a bookstore—even in the French Quarter of New Orleans, even with a range of new and used and a sideline in local mystery AND the occult—has that many customers. Not even with our nice new customers. Saving is a good idea.

Saving and maybe one or two more customers, though—maybe then I could afford a week at a lake, some fishing, which would be the real way to cool off. Rent one of those cabins with a crooked dock and a rowboat that leaks the good way—slow, almost friendly. Shirley says fishing’s boring; she wants an airplane and a skyline. Los Angeles, that’d probably be her pick, although I bet she’d settle for Paris.

I wonder how much a trip to Paris would actually cost.

Like any good New Orleans schoolboy I learned my Latin and my French, thank you very much to the Brothers of St. William. Seems a shame not to ever really have a chance to use it. Could book a trip to Paris and take Shirley there, sweep her off her feet. Maybe that’s what a man does when the papers say he owns something free and clear. Maybe the next step after you inherit a bookstore is you act like you deserve a life that looks like a postcard. Marriage, even. A ring. Babies. A tiny onesie on a clothesline in this same courtyard where the jasmine tries to strangle the ironwork every spring. I can almost see it when I squint. I can almost believe it, if I don’t think about the price tag.

I step through the living room and into the kitchen, desperate for a beer—that’s another thing that works in the heat, an ice-cold beer. Who needs central air when you can crack open a Dixie long neck straight from the bottom of the back shelf, all icy? The kitchen smells nice, like lemon cleaner and tomato sauce, but I open the fridge and grab a beer before I think too much more about how anything smells. Cold glass to my forehead for just a moment, rolling it back and forth before I crack it open and pour a long pull down my throat, cooling myself off.

“Hey,” Shirley says from the doorway. She’s kicked her heels off but she still has her pencil skirt on, her hair long and loose and blown out straight. I think I fell for her hair, really, thick and blonde, the way it changes colors in the sunlight. She’s got her makeup fixed up too, lipstick on and mascara thick.

“Hey, you,” I say. “You look a treat.”

“Thanks,” she says, smiling faintly. “Dinner?”

“You wanna go to Del Roy?” I ask, referring to the little local place a few blocks away. The truth is we probably can’t really afford it, given how few customers I actually had today—but maybe an online order will turn up tonight, at least that’s what I tell myself, because Shirley looks good enough to eat. And honestly I usually get rewarded for taking her out to dinner with a blow job, and it’s hot enough out today that the beer isn’t quite hitting the spot, and now that I’ve been in the apartment for 10 minutes I realize the air conditioner is only really cooling things off by, like, 5 degrees and honestly, is there any better way to cool off than a blow job?

A blow job is really what I would like tonight. A blow job to take away my thoughts. All of my thoughts. Books, customers, lake trips, central air, money. Blow job and boom, instant stress relief. God I love blowjobs. I especially love them with messy red lipstick and smeary mascara, and long hair to pull back into a ponytail.

“Actually,” Shirley says, flipping her hair and tucking it behind her ear in that way she does that always drives me crazy. “I cooked.”

She nods toward the table and for the first time I clock the nice placemats, the ones with the stitched edges she says make a room look adult. There are pasta bowls and cloth napkins and garlic bread set out, too.

“You cook?” I say, because my mouth finds stupid things when my brain is busy counting how many hours that blouse took her to choose. “I mean, you cooked?”

“It’s Wednesday,” she says. “We can have dinner on a Wednesday.”

“Sure.” I take another pull of my beer. Her eyes flick to the bottle and away.

“How was the store?” she asks lightly.

I think about the bell over the door and how the Quarter sounds through the screen—buskers, scooters, somebody arguing about nothing, somebody laughing like they earned it. I think about the back room where the fan wobbles and still manages to move air over boxes stamped with my uncle’s spidery handwriting. I think about carrying one of those boxes upstairs after closing and picking through one together, home, maybe after close, opening it on this very table and letting the house smell like paper and glue and old leather, and giggling about funny inscriptions or weird margin notes. Searching for treasure like a team of pirates.

“Quiet,” I say. “Got the front window cleared. The mystery table looks decent now.”

Shirley crosses to the stove without looking at me, movements tidy and self-contained. She doesn’t touch me as she passes, doesn’t brush against me or reach for a kiss. Just lifts one of the covered bowls from the stovetop, peels back the lid, and holds it like evidence. Steam curls up from a mound of pasta dressed in something red and rich.She looks at the food, then back at me.

“Looks good,” she says. “Right?”

“Sure,” I say, not really sure what she wants from me. “Looks delicious.” I’m not sure Shirley’s ever cooked pasta before and I try to stop myself from hoping it’s takeout from Carolo’s that she’s just put in pretty plates. I’m sure it will taste fine no matter what it is.

“Sam, you can’t just sit behind a counter and hope people wander in,” Shirley says, picking the conversation back up once we’re seated. “You know that, right?”

“I don’t sit,” I say. “I shelve, I price, I⁠—”

“You exist,” she says, smiling with no teeth. She huffs a little breath and dishes out some pasta onto her plate and then hands it to me, exchanging my plate for hers. She puts two noodles and a spoonful of sauce on her plate.

“Remember Cary Janus? She met someone at a rooftop thing who’s hiring in Dallas. Twice the salary. Relocation. Benefits.”

“I thought you liked your job?”

“I do,” she says, looking up at me, eyes wide. “But I want options. I want choices. I want more. Don’t you, Sam?”

I take a pull on my beer. Shirley’s right—the kitchen is warm even with the sliding doors to the living room wide open. The window unit is rattling like a dying dog. Probably I’ll have to replace that before I get anywhere near saving up enough for a central air system. Hah, saving enough for central air—that’ll be the day. Maybe I should just forget about it and go ahead and spend what I have on a trip to Paris. Throw caution to the wind or whatever the saying is. I could buy plane tickets and a phrasebook and we could pretend we’re the people we talk about at midnight.

“I was thinking about central air,” I say, like that’s the start of a speech. “Now that the deed⁠—”

“Central air.” She laughs that short laugh she uses when she sees me wearing the wrong shoes.

“Babe.”

“What?”

“You think… ducts are the problem.” She gestures around the room. The placemats. The pasta bowls and the nice basket with the fragrant garlic bread. The one plant in the corner I keep forgetting needs sun. “I’m talking about life.”

“I own the building,” I say, slower, like maybe the words need help being understood. “I own a business. It’s not nothing.”

“It’s not nothing,” she echoes. “It’s small.”

“It’s ours.”

“It’s yours,” she says, and the way she says it stings. “Your Uncle’s, really. I mean, I’m proud of you, I really am. But you don’t even try. There are buyers for buildings in this zip code. People who want to turn everything into a candle store or a speakeasy. We could sell, move somewhere with real AC and parking and a school district we don’t have to lie about when we have kids.”

There’s a little hitch in my chest when she says kids. It’s not the bad kind. I picture the clothesline again. The jasmine. I picture a stroller on these busted bricks and a woman like Shirley pushing it in those heels and I know that’s a lie, even if I try to believe it. She wants the stroller in a cul-de-sac where the garbage cans match and there’s another woman pushing the kids around while she gets her nails done.

“We could,” I say. “We could do a lot.”

She forks one of her two noodles and slips it into her mouth and my brain does what it does—to me, to women, to the whole world. Everything becomes a metaphor I can hold. Her lipstick glows, wet. My jeans feel tight even while we’re talking about mortgages and square footage and Dallas like it’s heaven.

“I got a message today,” she says. “From Sloane. Her husband’s firm has a Houston office. They’re expanding. She says you could get in, if you wanted out.” Her eyes flick up. “You ever want out, Sam?”

The window unit wheezes. Outside, somebody whistles. The beer’s cold enough to make my teeth ache and I hold it there, bottle lip against my front tooth, dull pressure that makes a tiny sound.

“I don’t want out,” I say. “I want… in. More in. Fix the back room. Get the cataloging done. Maybe build out a niche and sell more online. Little stuff, but it adds up.”

She stares at me like I just described a sandwich to a starving woman. “Little stuff.”

“It’s honest.”

“It’s small,” she says. She eats her second noodle.

I look down at my bowl, and not at her mouth, and eat another bite. Definitely takeout from Carolo’s, too delicious to go to waste. I reach for a hunk of garlic bread, and that too is delicious, especially with a mop of the rich meat sauce.

Shirley’s still talking, about ambition, nicer things, what we could have. But I can’t hear it, lost in the garlic bread and the pasta and the beer and the hum of the humidity and my thoughts of her lipstick and streams of mascara running down her face. I look up and she flicks her tongue to the side of her mouth, licking away the barest dab of sauce, and my jeans get tight, thinking about other things for that tongue to lick up.

Then she’s out of her chair. On her knees in between my knees looking up at me through her eyelashes, licking her lips.

Goddamnit.

“Up,” she says, tapping my hips and I lift myself slightly in my chair so she can unzip my jeans and pull them down, not daring to say a word for fear that I’ll break whatever spell this is. Shirley never does this kind of thing, only ever gets close for Christmas or birthdays, or when there is a big enough restaurant bill, which is only ever for birthdays or anniversaries or a very special occasion, anyway.

Her hand slides under my waistband, knuckles brushing skin, setting sparks off all across my skin. Her breath comes hot and heavy over my dick and then slowly, slowly, she points out her tongue, licking first at the little slit in the head of my cock and then all up and down my frenulum, little itty bitty ice cream licks, so dainty I think I’m about to die.

“You can hold my hair,” she says, not looking up at me, juggling my balls.

I grab a ponytail full before she can change her mind. Usually her hair is off-limits.

“Tighter,” she says, sending a shudder through me, and just as I tighten my grip in her hair, she sucks me all the way down.

Her throat works around me, slick and hot. The kind of suction that feels like gravity’s reversed itself—like I’m falling into her mouth instead of just standing there. She bobs once, twice, tongue curling like a secret, then comes back up and drags her lips slow over the head like she’s trying to taste every damn cell.

Then she gets serious. One hand at the base of my cock, the other still massaging my balls like she's got a goddamn to-do list. Her jaw flexes. Her nose bumps my stomach. Her eyes are closed but her expression is pure focus, like she’s reading something important with her whole body.

She takes me in again, deeper, faster. Gagging just a little—but not stopping. Not pulling back. Her hands working in rhythm, twisting, coaxing, driving me wild. Every time she sucks me down, her tongue flattens and presses up like she knows exactly where my nerves live.

Wet heat, then cool air. Wet heat again. The soft slap of spit and effort and her mouth fucking me like it means something, like she wants to win.

The lipstick smears along my shaft, and I look down at her, angling myself a little to get a peek at her face. It’s like she knows what I want, and she glances up at me for just a second, letting me see the mascara smeared across her face, and I nearly lose it.

I grip her hair harder, like it’s the only thing keeping me upright. My hips twitch. My knees lock.

She moans around me like she’s proud of the mess she’s making. This is love, right? This has to be love.

Finally there’s a zip at the bottom of my spine zinging up to my brain and back down again, and I’m pumping myself into her, and she’s not pulling off, not like usual, just sucking me down, more, harder, all of it—so good I think I lose time, only opening my eyes when she’s pulling off.

She opens her mouth for me, just once, for a split second letting me see the mascara on her face and the lipstick smeared around and a little ribbon of white at the crease of her mouth. Then she turns away, blotting everything with a napkin and smoothing her hair down.

She’s halfway to the doorway when she says it, “Goodbye, Sam.” Nothing more, just walks to the bedroom and pulls out her suitcase, already packed.

When she walks out, she doesn’t look back.


CHAPTER 2
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The morning air is already heavy, a damp hand pressing between my shoulder blades, and all I can think of is how beautiful New Orleans is. No matter how foul the weather or how heavy the humidity, there is always the possibility for beauty, and mystery, and intrigue. God, I love New Orleans. Sweaty, selfish lover that she is.

This morning is one of those mornings where if you tilt your head one way, the whole Quarter smells like piss and beer and too late a night last night, and if you tilt your head the other way, it’s all chicory and powdered sugar, and I keep my head tilted, hard, ignoring the arguing tourist couple and dodging past still-drunk locals, focused on my mission: the Vietnamese coffee shop.

This is my new thing since Shirley left, going out for coffee every morning before I open the store. The first two weeks it was the way I tricked myself into getting out of bed in the morning, a little reward, but it’s become a kind of habit since then, even now that I don’t miss her anymore, now that I’m not staring at my phone trying to think of the perfect text to get her back.

I’m glad she left, honestly.

Oh—I get lonely at night, and besides my little road trip with Joe—finally made it to a lake and fishing, just like Shirley would have hated. Really like Shirley would have hated, given the amount of sex that ended up being involved—there hasn’t been that much sex. I suppose that lake trip will have to last me.

There hasn’t been that much sex and there haven’t been that many customers, and there is no way in hell I am affording central air, much less a trip to Paris, but I figure—I’ll get there. Someday.

And meanwhile I have a morning stroll in the French Quarter and a beautiful coffee and sometimes a beignet to keep me company.

Really, I’m glad Shirley broke things off. I never would have had the guts to. Even if some nights I do lie awake, thinking about a little house with jasmine on the wall and children in the backyard, and Shirley pushing a baby carriage in her high heels. Too many nights.

It’s three blocks back from the coffee shop to the bookstore, just past the Cathedral and halfway down Royal Street. You’ll know it when you see it—faded green shutters, flaking wrought iron, and a front door that looks like it’s been kicked by every ghost in New Orleans.

The building is old. Real old. Nobody knows exactly when it went up—our only clue is a water bill from 1798 and a rumor it used to be a brothel for pirates. These days, it leans just enough to the left to make people squint, and half the folks who come in don’t care about books—they just want to see if it’ll fall down while they’re in it.

My uncle used to sit out front on an old bentwood chair, fanning himself with a newspaper and telling every tourist who’d listen that Tennessee Williams slept upstairs once. That may or may not be true, but Uncle Dell said it with such flair you didn’t dare question him. He was half the attraction. Hell, maybe more.

The truth is, I still get most of my foot traffic from people who want a peek at the place itself. The crooked shelves, the weird light, the smell of cedar and mildew and… time. They come in expecting a huncleed house and leave with a romance novel and a Polaroid of the ceiling fan. I don’t mind. Whatever keeps the lights on.

My uncle left it all to me, along with a sagging back room, a box full of bills, and a reputation built on smoke and spectacle. He was an eccentric in the finest Southern tradition: wore linen year-round, drank sherry with lunch, and swore the books whispered at night.

Me? I don’t wear linen. I don’t whisper. I just unlock the door, flip the sign, and hope the bell rings more than twice in a day. And lately, it does. A little.

The funny part is, I never wanted the shop. I wanted steady. A job with a badge and a business card and a logo in the corner of the paycheck. Then the lawyer slid the deed across the table like it was a Monopoly card. Free and clear, Sam. Congratulations. You’re the proud owner of several tons of dusty paper and a roof that leaks like it’s trying to tell you something.

I still don’t know what I’m doing half the time. But I’ve stopped pretending I’d rather be doing something else.

I fish out my keys and fight the lock. The old brass always sticks, like it’s testing whether I deserve to get in. When it finally turns, the smell greets me: old paper, mildew, cedar polish, a hint of coffee grounds someone spilled years ago. It smells like her. It smells like work.

Inside, the light is dim, the kind that makes you think time’s slower here. The front table still has Uncle Levon’s handwritten signs, curly loops that say MYSTERY, ROMANCE, HISTORY. I keep them because I can’t be bothered to make new ones, and because customers say they like the touch. Truth is, it makes me feel like Uncle Levon’s still watching, daring me to keep it alive.

The bell over the door jangles behind me when I let it swing shut. It’s the loneliest sound in the world when no one’s coming in after.

I crack another beer — don’t judge, it’s already noon — and take a slow lap through the stacks. Today’s the day, I tell myself. Today I’ll start cataloging the back room. Today I’ll do more than shuffle paper and stare out the window at the street performers.

Today I’ll find something.
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The back room smells like every attic in Louisiana rolled into one. Dust, mold, cedar chips, something faintly sweet like old perfume clinging to fabric that hasn’t been worn in forty years. My uncle hoarded books back here, stacking them like bricks in a wall, floor to ceiling. Some lean like they’re tired. Others look ready to collapse on me out of spite.

I drag over a fan, plug it into the outlet that sparks if you look at it funny, and set a folding chair in the only clear square of floor. Today’s the day. Real cataloging. The internet age. Not my uncle’s spiral notebooks with “PRICE TBD” written in looping handwriting.

First box I open coughs dust into my face. I sneeze so hard the fan wobbles. Inside: a neat stack of hardcovers bound in faded red cloth. I wipe one down with the hem of my shirt.

Les Recettes de Madame Boudreaux: Cuisine Créole et Cajun.

A cookbook. Pages stained with grease and something that might be roux. I type the title into Google.

Nothing but a blog about “Ten Worst Gumbos in Baton Rouge.”

I toss it into the “probably worthless” pile.

Next: The Collected Sermons of Reverend Clovis Thibodeaux, 1911–1927. The man’s face is etched on the cover in sepia, squinting like the sun owed him money.

I Google him. Autocomplete suggests “Clovis Thibodeaux swamp accident” and “Clovis Thibodeaux fraud trial.” Turns out the reverend got caught baptizing people for cash, no receipt. Someone on a message board calls him “the Joel Osteen of Plaquemines Parish.”

No value. But entertainment, sure.

Third book: small, hand-bound, brown leather. No title on the spine. My fingers tingle a little just touching it. I blow dust off the cover and squint at faint gilt marks — could be Latin, could be someone doodling after too much absinthe.

I set it aside. My uncle had a taste for theatrics. Probably a diary, or one of those Masonic things where the only secret is how boring men can be when they get together.

Fourth book: thicker, gilt edges, title in French so long it wraps twice: Chroniques des Mystères de la Louisiane et de la Nouvelle-Orléans. I tap it into Google.

This time, jackpot: a rare book dealer in Quebec listing a similar volume for five hundred bucks. I sit up straighter. Five hundred could buy a new air conditioner. Or half a plane ticket to Paris. Or, hell, a month of central air.

I put it carefully in the “valuable” pile.

Fifth book: Bayou Ghosts: A Guide to Huncleings in St. Bernard Parish. Paperback, lurid cover, skeleton in Mardi Gras beads. I laugh out loud. A used copy sells for three dollars online. Another guy on eBay is asking sixty-nine, free shipping, which feels like both optimism and a punchline.

I toss it back, but when I reach for the next box, my eyes snag on Book Three again. The little leather one. The light hits the gilt just right. It’s not doodling—it’s letters, shapes I half-recognize from high school Latin. The binding looks too neat to be amateur.

I pull the book toward me, thumb the edge of the cover, about to try another search. Maybe “antique Louisiana manuscript.” Maybe “occult binding, New Orleans.”
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Drinnng Drinnng

Loud and sharp and sudden; I jolt like a thief caught red-handed.

It’s just the bell on the front door to the shop, but no one ever comes in this early.

Well, maybe today is the day I make a sale, who knows. I had a good coffee and a delicious beignet this morning—and who’s to say my luck won’t keep up.

I push back from the desk, brushing dust off my hands, and head for the front.

The bell over the front door rings again, sharper this time. Not the empty, echoing jangle I’m used to, but a bright sound that belongs in a shop where customers actually spend money.

I brush dust off my jeans and step out of the back room, blinking against the light.

She’s standing there like she’s been waiting for me.

Tall. Dark hair twisted up in a knot that looks casual and expensive at the same time. Sunglasses perched on her head, blouse tied at the waist, skirt skimming her legs like it’s auditioning for a perfume ad. She doesn’t look like the kind of person who trips over cracked sidewalks or sweats through her clothes. She looks like she’s been carried here by a breeze.

“Hi,” she says, voice smooth. “Are you hiring?”

My brain takes a second to reboot. Nobody ever asks that in here. Not in months.

“Uh.” I glance back at the empty counter, the hand-lettered MYSTERY sign, the dust motes drifting in the air. “Not really.”

“That’s funny,” she says, lips curving. “Because there was a posting. Bookshop assistant, part-time. Said to inquire within.”

I blink. That posting had to be from my uncle’s time. Probably typed on a typewriter, tacked to a corkboard somewhere between the classifieds and an ad for Tarot readings.

“Must be old,” I manage. “He—uh, my uncle—passed.”

“I’m sorry,” she says, and she does a little tilt of her head like she means it. “Still. I saw it. Figured it was fate.”

Fate. That’s a word my uncle would have loved. I half expect her ghost to snort from the back room.

I clear my throat. “You have… bookstore experience?”

She smiles. The kind of smile that makes my ears hot. “I read.”

“That’s… a start.”

“I can alphabetize,” she adds. “File. Make coffee.”

“That last one might get you further than the others.”

She laughs, low and warm, and it shakes something loose in my chest. I realize I’m standing there with a smudge of dust on my shirt and my hair probably doing a sweaty halo thing, while she looks like she’s stepped out of a magazine no one in this zip code can afford.

“What’s your name?” I ask.

“Lila,” she says, like it’s a secret and a promise at the same time.

I nod, trying not to stare, trying not to look like a man who just spent twenty minutes Googling “Bayou Ghosts paperback value.”

“Well, Lila,” I say. “We don’t exactly have payroll. Or health insurance. Or⁠—”

“I don’t need insurance.” She shrugs. “I need a place to be. Somewhere quiet. With books.”

She says it like she’s not talking about shelving at all. Like she’s talking about sanctuary.

I rub the back of my neck. My uncle would’ve said yes in a heartbeat, just for the drama of it. Me? I don’t know what to say. The truth is, the shop could use a pair of hands. The truth is, I could use someone who isn’t me rattling around in here.

The other truth: no one who looks like her needs this job.

I settle for the safe line. “I’ll think about it.”

She smiles again.

“Can I convince you?”

“I mean⁠—”

She reaches out a hand and runs it down my arm, till she’s holding my hand.

It’s weird, when she does that for just a second I feel all the blood rush to my ears— and then rush away. To little Sam.

Just from her touch.

I look up from where her hand is holding mine, meeting her eyes, hoping she’s not gonna look past our hands clasped there together and catch sight of little Sam turning into big Sam.

“What did you have in mind,” I ask, not knowing what else to say.

“Do you have a back room?”

“I live upstairs actually,” I say. Why am I like this? Who is this?

“Perfect,” she says.
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We barely make it upstairs. My keys rattle in the lock, the old brass sticking for what feels like a million years, Lila leaning against the doorframe just drinking me in with huge, hot eyes.

Finally the door gives, and we tumble in, kissing and pawing at each other, and as soon as I slam the door behind us, she’s on her knees.

And after all those years with Shirley, you’d think I’d just let her—but something comes over me. Blame it on the coffee, or the perfect beignet, or⁠—

I don’t know what. But I tug her up and pull her into the bedroom instead.

She raises an eyebrow like she’s waiting for me to say something cocky, but I don’t. I just kiss her, slow. Let my hands roam, tug the edge of her shirt free, slide it up and over her head.

She watches me the whole time—curious, almost amused.

I press her gently to the edge of the bed, standing between her knees, and for a second I just let myself look. She’s so damn beautiful. Not fancy, not flashy—just real. Like a woman who knows her own power.

I never got much taste for giving ladies oral—and honestly, Shirley was so stingy with giving that I never felt much obligation.

But today I do.

So I sink to my knees between Lila’s thighs, flipping up her skirt and tugging down her panties until I’m real close to the heat of her—warmth and dampness radiating off her, a tangy sweetness—and I go to town.

I plunge my tongue into her, over and over again, then pull back to suck gently on her clit, licking in slow, rhythmic strokes that turn into firm little flicks.

Then back down again, tongue and lips and hands, adding one finger, then two, thrusting gently while I lick and lap at her clit, my cock rubbing itself raw on the inside of my jeans, leaking like a faucet.

“Oh fuck,” she says, voice cracking like an old record. “Sam⁠—”

I moan into her and she shudders, thighs clamping around my head, hips jerking up hard into my mouth. I keep going. Keep going until she’s gone—gone all the way—arch in her back, mouth open on a wordless cry, muscles trembling with aftershocks.

When she finally slumps back onto the mattress, I pull away and wipe my mouth.

I’m only there a second before she tugs me up onto the bed and flips us, rearranging like a general with a battle plan. I’m flat down, and she’s hovering over me—boobs falling out of her top, mouth hot on my waistband, fingers fumbling with buttons and zipper until she sets me free.

“Oh wow,” she says. “Look at you. So big.”

“Uhm,” I say, suddenly a little anxious.

Shirley used to say she didn’t like oral because I was too big—but I always figured she was putting me on. I’m not really the kind of guy who asks if he’s the biggest they’ve ever had or anything like that.

“This is gonna be fun,” Lila says.

She’s got a wicked, sunny look in her eyes. And then she lowers her mouth over me—so far and so fast I nearly black out—sucking me hard all at once, then coming back up with a loud pop.

“Wanna choke on you,” she says. “Want you to fuck my face like it’s a pussy.”

And so that’s what I do.

I get her into place—kneeling between my legs—and cup her head in my hands, gentle at first.

Like I’m holding something holy.

“I’ll knock three times if I want to pull off,” she says. “But try to go hard. Harder than you think.”

I start slow, easing into it, testing her limits. But soon enough I’m thrusting harder. And she’s taking it. Wanting it. Choking around me as I fuck her mouth deep and steady, watching her throat work, watching the tears slide from the corners of her eyes.

It’s glorious.

But then something in me panics—just a little. Her face is red, and she’s so far down I worry I’ll hurt her. I pull back fast, panting, blinking down at her.

“You okay?” I ask, heart pounding.

She blinks up at me, breathless but smiling. “More,” she says. “Don’t stop.”

And just like that, I’m back at it. Deeper. Rougher. She takes every inch, bobbing and sucking like a woman possessed.

When I come, it’s wild—my whole body snapping tight as I spill down her throat, her hands gripping my thighs like she’s holding me still on purpose. She swallows, messy and real, licking the head of my cock with slow, satisfied flicks as I groan through the last wave.

After, we collapse back on the bed, side by side, sweaty and stunned, staring up at the cracked ceiling. My chest is heaving. Her foot bumps mine.

“I always wanted to do that,” she says, voice lazy and soft, like she’s smiling with her whole body.

“Yeah?”

She nods. “That. With someone who actually wanted me.”


CHAPTER 3
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As soon as I even think about the book the next afternoon, I’m interrupted, again.

Desiree’s been coming in for weeks, never buying a thing. Figured she had some kind of standing appointment somewhere, was just killing time here with the flipping through the lurid paperbacks and leaning over the counter to ask about this obscure title or that.

But today it clicks. The way she holds my gaze, the way her blouse dips just enough when she leans. She’s not here for the books. She’s here for me.

By the time I realize it, she’s already brushing my hand with her fingertips as I hand back her credit card. Static shoots up my arm.

“You ever show a customer the upstairs?” she asks, voice low, like a dare.

I laugh, but it comes out cracked. “Depends on the customer.”

“Lucky for you,” she says, “I’m unforgettable.”

We don’t even make it to the bed. She’s on me as soon as the apartment door clicks shut, nails scraping, mouth hot. I try to take the lead, press her against the wall, kiss down her neck like I know what I’m doing. For a second I feel like maybe I am doing it — like I’m in control.

Then she spins us, pushes me back, and suddenly I’m the one pinned.

Her laugh is wicked. “Nice try, book boy.”

She strips me with the efficiency of someone who’s done this a thousand times and doesn’t have all day. I’m still wrestling with the buttons on my shirt like it’s a job interview and she’s already out of her skirt, unhooking her bra, shaking her tits free like an offering and a warning.

“Bed,” she says, pointing like I’m a dog. “Now.”

I go.

She straddles me, plants one hand on my chest like she’s staking a claim. The other grabs my cock and lines us up like she’s guiding a rocket into orbit.

The first slide of her around me is so good I see stars. Real stars. Like I might pass out and float right up into the sky.

I grab at her hips—instinct, reverence, panic, I don’t know—but she slaps my hands away.

“Hands off,” she says, breath hot. “I ride.”

And holy hell, she does.

Slow at first, hips rolling like syrup, then sharper, faster, like she’s trying to carve her name into my bones. Her nails dig crescents into my chest. Her thighs slap against mine. She leans in close, hair brushing my jaw, mouth all hot little pants and filthy encouragement.

“Fuck, you’re big,” she mutters. “Lucky me.”

My head hits the wall. My eyes roll back. I might be whimpering.

“Christ, you’re gonna kill me,” I manage, voice shredded.

“That’s the idea,” she says, and grinds down harder, like she wants to leave a dent.

When she finally slips off, it’s like nothing to her—blouse buttoned, hair smoothed, already reaching for her purse.

Me? I’m flat on my back, feeling like I got hit by a train. Looking around for who I get to thank.

She smirks over her shoulder. “Told you. Unforgettable.”
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For a while after the door shuts behind Desiree, I just sit on the edge of the bed, trying to catch my breath.

Unforgettable, yeah.

I can’t remember the last time a woman took me apart like that. Not since the river trip with Joe, not since two laughing women made me forget my own name.

Eventually, I make my way to the kitchen for a beer, and part of me thinks I really should do something about food at some point—two women in one day is a lot of calories for anyone, much less me, who’s mostly been a monk since Shirley left.

But the truth is, I don’t really have the energy to do anything about food.

All I want to do is plop on the couch and think about women. And books.

Lila asking me to fuck her face and then telling me I was lovely, that she hopes I treat all my playmates as well—and disappearing, poof, just like that, after saying she’ll see me at work, even though I’m not exactly sure when it is she thinks that’s going to be.

Desiree bossing me around like a boss lady.

Man.

More beignets for breakfast tomorrow.

By the time I crawl off the couch and shuffle back into the shop, the air’s gone still again—quiet enough I can hear the creak of the back office floorboards under my own weight.

The book’s still there, waiting on the counter like a cat I forgot to feed.

Right. The book.

I abandoned it hours ago for… other priorities. (Interviewing Lila. Getting ruined by Desiree. Making very few sales and very many noises.)

But now that the world’s calmed down and I’m back to pretending I run a bookstore, it seems like a good time to play amateur occult detective again.

Brown leather, hand-stitched spine, faint gilt sigils that look like Latin but could just as easily be someone doodling after their third absinthe.

I pull up my laptop, fire up the browser, and balance the book on my knees.

Google is my oracle.

If it can tell me which gas station still sells cheap beer after midnight, it can tell me what this thing is.

I type: antique Louisiana manuscript hand-bound leather Latin.

Results:

	“DIY Spell Books: How to Make Your Own Grimoire.” 

	A Catholic forum arguing whether you can use duct tape to repair a Bible without going to hell. 

	A blogspot from 2009 reviewing a vampire LARP in Metairie. 




Useless.

I wipe dust off the cover and squint harder. There’s a phrase in gilt, but half-flaked away: In obscura lux invenitur. My two years of high school Latin kick in like a bad back. Something like, In darkness, light is found.

I type that in.

Now I’m swimming in conspiracy soup:

	A Dan Brown fan site with a ten-thousand-word essay connecting the Jesuits to UFOs. 

	A PDF of The Secret Architecture of New Orleans by somebody named Raven Moonblood. 

	An Etsy shop selling “authentic voodoo spell pages” for $19.99 plus shipping. 




I rub my temples. My uncle loved this kind of crap. Half the shop’s occult section is still sticky from the candles he let burn on the shelves.

I flip the book open. The pages are thick, rough, like they were cut with a bread knife. The handwriting isn’t neat. Slanted, hurried. French, mostly, though not the kind you hear on Bourbon Street. Old French. Creole French. The kind that makes my head ache.

I pick out words: sang (blood), chaîne (chain), clé (key). A whole paragraph about ombres—shadows.

I Google: New Orleans shadows manuscript.

Results:

	A tourism article about shadow puppets in Jackson Square. 

	A ghost-hunting site claiming you can see “shadow people” in the Chalmette battlefield if you squint. 

	A scholarly journal on 18th-century slave codes, paywalled at $39.95. 




I click anyway. The abstract mentions a case where enslaved people were accused of writing “books of shadow,” supposedly to curse their masters. The French judge called it “un livre des ombres.” Book of shadows.

I lean back in my chair. Book of shadows. Isn’t that what every Wiccan at a high school lunch table calls their notebook full of doodles? Still, the phrase makes the room feel hotter.

I keep flipping pages. Ink blots, diagrams that look like chains twisted into circles. A sketch of the cathedral, but with a serpent coiled around the spire.

Google: serpent St. Louis Cathedral New Orleans.

Results:

	A Reddit thread about how the church basement smells like snakes. 

	A clip from Codrescu’s old NPR segment where he says the cathedral is “a lizard’s dream of control.” 

	A digitized pamphlet from 1853 warning against “heretical pamphlets distributed in the Quarter, bearing the sign of the serpent.” 




I shiver. The sketch in my lap looks a lot like the pamphlet image.

The fan rattles overhead. The shop creaks. Outside, a saxophone plays something lonesome and bent.

I slam the book shut.

It’s just a book. It’s just paper and ink and too much imagination.

I take a long pull of beer and try to laugh. My uncle would’ve loved this. He would’ve sat here smoking cigarettes, telling me the Jesuits planted serpent signs under every church in Louisiana. He’d’ve pointed at the shadows between the stacks and told me they were listening.

But he’s dead. It’s just me and this stupid book.

I pick it back up. My thumb traces the gilt again, the letters catching light they shouldn’t. In obscura lux invenitur.

In darkness, light is found.

I open a new tab, type in obscura lux invenitur occult Louisiana.

One hit. A French forum, last updated in 2013, threads full of grainy images of tombs and graffiti. Buried in the replies: someone mentions a manuscript “kept by an old woman on Royal Street, wrapped in cloth, bound in leather, with the words of light in darkness on its cover.”

I stare at the screen.

Royal Street. That’s this block. That’s this shop.

My uncle.

I scroll, but the thread ends. The user’s profile is deleted.

I close the laptop and sit very still. The fan ticks.

And then the bell over the front door rings.


CHAPTER 4
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After the forum rabbit hole, the words still echoing — Royal Street, this shop, my aunt — I half expect a priest or a man in a black coat to walk in, asking questions in French.

Instead, it’s a girl.

She’s standing just inside the doorway, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. Curvy, messy hair tied up in a scarf, bangles jangling when she tucks a strand behind her ear. She’s holding a canvas tote that looks like it’s been through a flood.

“Hi,” she says, voice bright but thin around the edges. “I, um… saw the posting. For the job.”

I groan before I can stop myself. “Oh, for Christ’s sake.”

Her eyes widen. “Sorry—was I not supposed to⁠—”

“No, no,” I say, waving my hands. “It’s just… that damn posting. It’s ancient. My uncle put it up who knows where. I don’t even know how people are still finding it. It’s like—like cockroaches. Every time I think it’s dead, somebody else comes through the door asking about it.”

Her shoulders slump. She nods like she deserves the brush-off, like she’s heard it before. “Got it. No job.”

Something in my chest twinges.

She hugs her tote tighter. “It’s fine. I just… my shifts at the café got cut, and rent’s still rent, you know?” Her laugh is brittle. “Anyway. I’ll let you get back to your books.”

The way she says books, like they’re holy and she’s not allowed to touch them, gets me. She turns to go, and the look on her face is worse than any ghost story I’ve read in the back room.

“Wait,” I hear myself say.

She stops, half-hopeful, half-braced for more bad news.

I clear my throat. “It’s almost dinner time. Why don’t I make you a meal? Upstairs. It’s nothing fancy—just spaghetti, maybe chicken if I remembered to thaw it—but it beats going hungry.”

Her face brightens, soft and unguarded, and it hits me right in the gut.

“You’d do that?”

“Of course.” I force a laugh. “Look, I’m not trying to… you know. Seduce anybody. Believe me, the universe has been doing plenty of seducing on its own lately.”

She tilts her head, curious, but doesn’t push.

“I just… want to be kind,” I say. “You’re hungry, I’ve got food. Seems simple enough. Besides, if the universe is turning kind on me, I can afford to turn kind in return.”

She smiles then, big and genuine, the kind of smile you can’t fake.

“Thanks,” she says softly.

I nod, leading her toward the stairs. The shop creaks behind us, settling into silence. My hand brushes the counter as we pass—the little brown book still waiting in its stack, faintly glinting like it knows something I don’t. I tell myself not to look at it too long. Not tonight.

Upstairs, the air is warmer, the window unit wheezing like it’s trying to blow out birthday candles underwater. I mumble something about the heat, the mess, the general state of my life, but she just follows—bare arms glowing, scarf slipping, bangles clicking like wind chimes made of trouble.

I make it as far as the kitchen before realizing I have no earthly idea what I’m about to feed this woman.

My fridge contains: one beer, two limp celery stalks, half a jar of pickles, and a heroic block of cheddar that's trying to evolve into a new life form.

In the freezer: ice, vodka, and a mysterious foil package labeled “for Tom (do not open).”

The pantry’s a little better. I’ve got beans. I’ve got rice. I’ve got a box of spaghetti that may or may not predate my lease. There's also some kind of shelf-stable Cajun meal kit that expired during the Obama administration.

But I’ve got olive oil and salt, and I can fake confidence.

“I make a mean bachelor pasta,” I say, setting a pot on the stove like I’m auditioning for a cooking show called Barely Functional Men Who Try.

She smiles like she’s already impressed. Or maybe just curious what I’ll burn first.

Edie leans against the counter like she’s lived here all her life, scarf slipping loose from her hair, bangles clinking every time she shifts. “Need help?”

“No, I’ve got it,” I say, too quick. But I don’t want her fussing around in here. I want her sitting pretty, drinking her water. Being decorative.

She takes a long swallow from the glass I gave her. Condensation beads on the side, slides down to her fingers. My eyes lock on her lips wrapping around the rim, the way her throat moves when she swallows. I force myself to turn back to the stove before I embarrass us both.

She brushes past me to set the glass down, and her hip grazes mine. Just a touch, just enough to make my pulse jump. She doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t even look at me. Like she didn’t notice.

I notice.

I reach for the pasta box and drop it. It bounces, skitters across the floor. She laughs, crouches down to grab it, and her shirt dips low. For one impossible second I see lace, sheer and flimsy, and beneath it the creamy-pink tip of a nipple pressing against the fabric.

I swallow hard. Look away. Burn my hand on the edge of the pot because I’m not paying attention.

“You okay?” she asks, still crouched, glancing up at me through messy strands of hair.

“Fine,” I croak.

She straightens, hands me the box, smile too innocent to believe.

I dump the pasta in the pot and stir like it’s suddenly the most important job in the world. She sidesteps behind me, close enough that her shoulder blades brush my back. I freeze. The scent of her hits me—coffee and vanilla and something sweet I can’t name—and a sigh escapes before I can stop it.

She doesn’t move away. She leans, just a fraction, her breath feathering against my neck. Then she whispers, low, hungry:

“I’m so hungry.”

I turn, heart hammering. Her eyes are wide, pupils blown, lips parted like she’s about to devour me instead of dinner.

“Me too,” I say, and before I can lose my nerve I bend down and kiss her.

It’s not polite. Not cautious. It’s big, messy, mouths open, like we’ve both been starving and finally found food.

Her mouth collides with mine and the world narrows to heat and taste. She’s soft and slick, lips parting under mine like she’s been waiting all night. I taste water on her tongue, cold and clean, chased by something sweeter — maybe the vanilla she smells like, maybe just her.

She moans into me, low and throaty, and it vibrates straight down my spine. My hands find her waist without asking permission, grip warm skin through thin cotton. She presses closer, breasts flattening against my chest, every inch of her body saying yes, yes, yes.

I deepen the kiss, tongue sliding against hers, greedy, starving. She answers with teeth, nipping my lower lip, and I swear I almost lose it right there. Her hands are in my hair, tugging like she’s afraid I’ll pull away.

The pot on the stove hisses behind us, forgotten.

She kisses me like she means it—like she’s starving and I’m the only thing on the menu—and I don’t even think. I spin her, lift her up by the waist. She gasps, legs wrapping around me like we’ve done this before. Like it’s muscle memory. Her bangles clink against my neck, her scarf slips halfway off her hair, and she laughs into my mouth, breathless and wicked.

My hips bump the counter, and I set her down right on it, sweeping aside a stray spoon and a grocery list I was never gonna use. She leans back on her hands, hair wild, breasts rising with each breath.

“You good?” I ask, voice low, thumb brushing her cheek. My fingers are shaking, and not from nerves.

Her eyes are huge, dark, hungry. “Please,” she whispers, like it costs her something to say it.

That one word cracks me open.

I kiss her harder, deeper, one hand already tugging at the hem of her dress, the other sliding up the back of her thigh. She helps me, wiggling hips and pulling fabric until it’s bunched around her waist. No panties.

Fuck.

My belt hits the floor with a thunk. Her hands are already on me, pulling, guiding. I reach for the drawer—somewhere in there’s a condom, I think—but she stops me.

“No.”

I freeze. “Edie⁠—”

“I’m on the pill,” she says, eyes blazing. Then, softer, filthier: “I want to feel you. All of you.”

My breath catches. Her legs tighten around my hips.

So I give her what she wants.

One deep, slow push, and her head drops back, mouth open, a moan echoing off the tile. The heat of her, the feel of her bare—it scrambles my brain.

She digs her nails into my shoulders. “Harder.”

Behind us, the pot bubbles over.

I don’t care.

The words short-circuit me. My breath leaves in a ragged groan.

I crash my mouth back onto hers, hips already surging forward. I barely remember to line myself up before I push in—too fast, too hard—but she doesn’t complain. She gasps, head tipping back, nails sinking into my shoulders like she’s trying to anchor herself.

“Oh—fuck—so big⁠—”

That does it. My grip on control snaps like a rotted-out floorboard. I drive into her again, harder this time, and again, faster, my hips slamming into the counter with every thrust. The edge of it digs into my thighs, but I don’t care. She clutches at me like she’s trying to crawl inside my skin.

“God, Sam,” she pants, voice breaking, “don’t stop—just like that⁠—”

She’s all heat and slick and tight squeeze, pulling me deeper, squeezing like she wants to keep me. Her heels dig into my back. Her thighs wrap around me and hold on for dear life. Every time I bottom out, she makes this strangled little sound like she wasn’t ready for it, like it surprises her all over again.

I try to slow, to make it good for her, grinding deep instead of just pounding—kissing her throat, her collarbone, the curve of one bare shoulder. My hands slide over her hips, her waist, memorizing her shape like a prayer.

She gasps my name, hips bucking up, and I feel her start to tremble.

“Fuck, Sam—oh fuck⁠—”

Her walls flutter, gripping and pulsing, and I feel her come, all velvet squeeze and hot slick flood, crying out with her head tipped back and her whole body arched.

She clamps her legs tight around me, holding me in place, milking every inch. Her hands fist in my hair as she rides it out, shaking.

That’s all it takes. I slam in once, twice more—and I’m done. My head drops to her shoulder as I let go, hips jerking as I spill into her, emptying everything I’ve got while her body wrings me dry.

We stay like that—tangled, trembling, covered in sweat, the stove hissing behind us like it knows it’s been forgotten.

Her bangles are warm against my skin. Her breath fans against my cheek. I don’t think about what comes next.

Just this. Just her.

Still shaking.

Still whispering “please” like it means a thousand things at once.


CHAPTER 5
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Night in the Quarter tastes like hot pennies and powdered sugar; up here it’s just dust and blue light. I crack a beer and crack open my laptop, determined to hunt down the damned job posting that keeps summoning women like I’m running an unpaid internship for beautiful chaos.

Search: “Royal Street bookshop assistant part-time inquire within.”

There it is, like a roach that learned to read. Not my uncle’s original flyer—no, some aggregator site that scrapes bulletin boards, mirrors the copy, and auto-reposts every thirty days. “Eccentric neighborhood bookshop seeks part-time assistant with neat handwriting and a tolerance for dust. Inquire within.” A photo of the front door from ten years ago, my uncle in the reflection wearing a cuban shirt and beautifully cut, high-waisted pleated pants, the whole thing topped off with a pork pie hat like a jazz pianist might wear.

Delete. Delete. Delete again, because the site asks if I’m sure, like I haven’t been very sure for days.

I sit back and let my shoulders drop.

The bell won’t ring tomorrow with yet another hopeful pair of eyes asking for a paycheck I can’t meet.

Lila’s actually good, that’s the mess of it. She alphabetizes like a machine, knows where to put travel memoir versus “man writes about his feelings near a mountain,” and she talks to customers like each one is a person instead of a wallet.

We haven’t been together again since that upstairs incident but the air between us hums every time she passes me a stack of paperbacks. Friday night we close together for the first time. “Happy hour” is what my uncle used to call counting the till with a beer. I’m looking forward to it like a kid looks forward to Christmas, which is pathetic and true.

And here’s the other weird thing: ever since Desiree rode me into next week, the shop’s been busier. Maybe it’s the weather, maybe it’s the festivals, maybe Desiree told the hive she likes a certain dusty corner. Women drift in, flirty, laughing, buying romance like it’s bottled water before a hurricane. They giggle over the covers, ask me for “the good stuff,” and for once the romance table pays the electric bill. I’ve become a dealer in happily-ever-afters. Who knew.

New email ping. Special order request. I click, half expecting spam, and instead get a paragraph from “Tess (D’s BFF).” D as in Desiree, I’m guessing. She wants a quote on “a first edition Jane Austen—Pride & Prejudice preferred,” followed by “also, first edition of that, you know, famous old school smutty one? Fanny something?” The smiley face she adds after “smutty” feels like a tip.

I snort into my beer. First-ed Austen is the kind of thing that comes with security guards and a velvet rope; “Fanny Hill” (John Cleland, congratulations, ma’am, you’ve got range) isn’t cheap either in true firsts.

I log it in the special-orders spreadsheet my uncle would hate—columns, color codes, the whole “grown-up” show—and flag it for a real quote. If they actually bite, I’ll call every dealer from here to London and pretend I don’t sleep above my own inventory.

Another sip. Another tab. The little brown book sits on the table beside the laptop, pretending it’s just leather and thread. The gilt letters catch the light and spell out the same dare: In obscura lux invenitur. In darkness, light is found. Or trouble, depending on who’s doing the finding.

I’ve got enough women to deal with right now, don’t I? Roster’s full. HR is closed. My life does not need a side quest with Latin in it.

I open the camera app and take quick photos anyway—cover, spine, a couple of inside pages where the ink goes slanted and there’s that sketch of the cathedral strangled by a serpent. I crop out the dust, the ash-ring on the table from my uncle’s last clove ten years ago, and upload them to the rare-books forum where dealers trade long emails and short patience. Title box: “Hand-bound Louisiana manuscript, French text, c. 19th? Motto in Latin.” Description: “Leather boards, visible hand-stitching, untrimmed pages, French in an 18th/19th-century hand (Creole features), devotional/occult diagrams. Provenance: Royal Street estate.” Price: I stare at the field until it blinks back. Too low and I invite every crank. Too high and I look like a crank.

I pick something rude enough to scare off the unserious and tick “Accept Offers.”

A little spinning wheel pretends to think. The listing goes live with a tidy “Congratulations!” banner like I’ve just adopted a pet snake. A minute later the forum auto-emails me a copy: your item is now visible to members. Offers will be forwarded. Please verify your contact info. Please behave yourself.

“Done,” I tell the empty room. “Great. Delegated. Outsourced. You figure it out.”

I close the laptop. The screen winks to black, and in the dark glass I catch my own reflection holding the little brown book like it weighs more than it should.

“Enough,” I tell it. “I don’t have time for you.”

[image: ]


I come back from lunch with powdered sugar on my shirt and a feeling that today might actually behave. The bell rings when I push the door and there they are behind the counter: Lila and Edie, shoulder to shoulder like they were issued that way, laughing over a stack of paperbacks.

They turn in the same motion. It’s choreographed; I swear it is.

“Sam!” Lila beams. “You hired her.”

I blink. “I… did?”

Edie gives me a little wave like we’re in homeroom. “Hi, boss.”

“Right,” I say, brain catching up. “Yes. I hired her.” I have no idea how payroll works, but I know how oxygen works, and both of them in here at once feels like breathing for the first time.

Lila leans into Edie, conspiratorial. “She’s wonderful.” Then to me, eyes glittering: “We’re keeping her.” It isn’t a question.

“Okay,” I say, because what else do you say to a decree.

“Also,” Lila adds, “she’s coming to happy hour.”

“Happy hour?” Edie echoes, delighted. “What’s that?”

“Counting the till with a beer,” I say, hearing my aunt in my mouth. “Friday tradition.”

“Perfect,” Lila says. “We’ll make it… happy.”

They go back to sorting like they’ve been doing it for years—Edie humming some café tune, Lila moving with that expensive, effortless grace that makes customers open their wallets. I take my place behind the register and try not to stare like a man who’s never seen women in daylight before.

All afternoon it’s little things: Lila reaching past Edie for a book and her blouse brushes Edie’s arm; Edie rises on her toes to shelve something high and Lila’s palm steadies her back; they share a laugh into each other’s shoulders and I have to adjust myself behind the counter like a teenage boy. The bell is busy. Foot traffic hums. A tourist asks for “that vampire book where the vampire has morals.” A local grandma wants signed cookbooks “by the dead lady”—my aunt—because they “taste better.”

Mrs. Sampson arrives just in time to save my life. She’s here to pick up her Friday fix—two rom-coms with covers bright as snow cones plus a thriller for her husband. She gives me the look she always does, like she can tell if I’ve been eating properly and sleeping enough.

“New help,” she says, clocking Edie and Lila with approval.

“Best I’ve ever had,” I say.

“Mmh.” She taps her card, glances at the girls, then back at me. “Good luck closing up.”

The moment the bell chimes her out, Lila flicks the lock on the door.

“We’ll close a little early,” she says, flipping the sign and spinning back around to face me. “Okay, Sam—happy hour.”

“I don’t actually have beer up here,” I say, stupidly honest, wiping my palms on my jeans. “I forgot to⁠—”

“I said happy,” Lila purrs, moving toward me. “Not boozy.”

Edie meets her halfway. They come around the counter like a tide. I sit without meaning to, back touching the old oak of the register stool, heart doing drumline things in my chest.

Lila takes my left, Edie my right. Perfume and coffee and vanilla and whatever makes women smell like decisions I don’t regret yet. Lila’s fingers trace my jaw. Edie’s hand settles warm on my knee.

“Close your eyes,” Lila says, and I do, because of course I do.

Soft pressure on my cheek from one side, then the other. Lila’s mouth, cool and certain. Edie’s, warm and eager. They kiss me again, slower, as if they’re learning my face by heart, and I forget how to hold my shoulders. I forget how to breathe evenly. I forget there’s a world beyond the glass.

“Happy hour,” Lila whispers against my skin.

“Happy,” Edie echoes, breath sweet as sugar.
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My back lands on the mattress, and Lila’s already got one knee on the bed, one hand in my drawer like she lives here. Silk scarves slip through her fingers. She tests the strength of a bedpost with a little tug, eyes glittering, then loops a scarf around my right wrist, another around my left. Edie’s beside her, breathless, grinning, helping feed the fabric through like they’re rigging a sail.

“Okay?” Lila asks, voice low. She tightens just enough that I feel contained, not trapped.

“Yeah,” I say. It comes out a rasp. “Book, if I want out.”

“Cute,” Lila says, approving.

Edie kisses my knuckles where the silk bites. “Hi,” she whispers, like we’re starting over, like she didn’t already say please in my kitchen.

They take a second to look at me—really look. Lila’s smile is hungry. Edie’s is sunshine. I’m blushing so hard my ears burn.

“Don’t move unless we tell you,” Lila murmurs, gliding up until she’s straddling my hips, skirt bunched, blouse already unbuttoned to the point of distraction. “Watch us.”

Edie climbs up by my shoulders, hair falling in a messy curtain that smells like coffee and something sweet. Lila leans down to kiss me, slow and claiming, her tongue teasing mine until I forget the word for oxygen. When she pulls back, Edie steals what’s left of my breath—soft, giggly, then not giggly at all, mouth opening under mine like she’s starved for it.

“Hands,” Lila reminds, and I test the scarves. They hold. Of course they do.

Lila sits up, slides a condom on me with a practiced flick—slick little roll that makes my stomach drop—and then she rises, lines me up, and sinks down in one long, deliberate glide that knocks a sound out of me I’ve never heard myself make.

“Eyes on me,” she says, voice steady. “Good.”

Edie shifts forward on her knees, thighs warm on either side of my head. She hesitates, the barest question in her eyes. I nod, as much as I can with my heart in my throat. She lowers herself to my mouth, a shaky exhale turning into a moan when my tongue finds her. Vanilla and heat, slick and needy, the taste of her flooding my head with static.

“God,” Edie breathes. “Sam.”

Lila starts to move—slow at first, rolling her hips like she’s teaching me a language, then deeper, faster, setting a rhythm my body answers to without permission. I’m pinned under two kinds of gravity: Lila riding me, Edie grinding gently against my mouth, hips circling, fingers in my hair.

I can’t touch. I can’t guide. All I can do is take it. And I do, happily, greedily.

“Look at me,” Lila says again, and I force my eyes open, meet hers past the sway of Edie’s body. Lila’s pupils are blown, cheeks flushed, hands on my chest like she’s playing me. She smiles when I struggle, when my wrists flex against silk. “Good boy.”

Edie laughs, breathless, and the laugh dissolves into a shiver when I flatten my tongue and let her ride it. She tastes like trouble and sugar, and when she mutters, “Don’t stop, don’t you dare stop,” I forget there’s a world beyond this bed.

Lila changes angle and I see stars. She knows exactly what she’s doing, rocking down, rolling her hips to grind on me just right. Every time I try to hold back, she bears down and it’s over; control is a joke and I’m the punchline.

“Switch,” Lila says, voice velvet steel.

Edie squeaks a laugh and slides down my body, kissing the corner of my mouth on the way. Lila lifts off me—God help me, I whimper—but she doesn’t go far. She leans in to kiss me, slow and deliberate, then settles beside me, propped on one elbow, skirt rucked up, hand already moving between her thighs.

“You looked good like that,” she murmurs, eyes heavy. “Desperate.”

Before I can answer, Edie is at my waist—messy hair, flushed cheeks, straddling me like it’s her favorite seat in the house. She sinks down with a gasp that turns into a little wicked laugh.

“Ohh—that stretch,” Edie moans, back arching as she sinks down, hips circling like she knows exactly what kind of show she’s putting on.

My hands strain against the scarves—fuck, I want to touch her. Anchor her. Steady myself. But I can’t. All I’ve got is my hips, and the desperate throb between them. She grinds down again, and I jerk beneath her, breath shuddering out in a broken gasp.

Her pace is wild, greedy, pure chaos. My thighs are trembling. My control is a matchstick in a bonfire.

“Slow down,” Lila says, like she’s trying not to laugh and Edie pauses, a little hitch in her rhythm.

I turn my head. Lila’s sprawled beside us, propped on one elbow, skirt hiked up, one hand working between her thighs. The other’s resting lightly on my chest, fingers splayed like she’s claiming me. Her eyes are locked on where Edie’s riding me, dark and devouring.

Edie smiles.

“Oh, you want a show?”

She starts again—but slower now. Meaner. Rolling her hips in deep, deliberate circles, sliding up with maddening control, then dropping down hard enough to make me see stars. Her hands plant on my chest, her tits bouncing with each bounce, and I can't do a damn thing but moan and take it.

“Good girl,” Lila whispers, more to Edie than me. Her hand moves faster now. “Make him last. Make it pretty.”

I grit my teeth, my whole body straining, trying to keep from exploding. Every thrust is for Lila. Every sound I make, every twitch of my hips, it’s hers to watch. Hers to own.

Edie leans in, lips brushing my ear. “Don’t come yet,” she whispers. “She’s almost there.”

God help me—I’ll try.

“That’s it,” Lila purrs, fingertips glistening now. “That’s what I wanted to see.”

I don’t know if I’m moaning or praying or both, but I keep going, because Lila’s watching. And right now, there’s nothing I want more than to be good for her.

Edie’s moans change—higher, desperate. “Oh God—right there, right there, don’t stop⁠—”

I don’t. I hold that angle like it’s my job, thrusting slow and deep until she locks around me, a long, startled cry tearing out of her as she clamps down, pulsing, pulling me with her. The feel of her coming—tight, wet, relentless—yanks me to the edge.

“Look at me,” Lila says one more time, and I do, and she smiles, and I let go.

It hits like a fuse finally finding dynamite—hard, blinding. Edie rides it, shuddering, still squeezing me in greedy aftershocks. Lila kisses me through it, smug and soft and devastating.

When the tremors ebb, I sag back into the pillows, wrists sore in silk, chest heaving. Edie collapses on me with a happy little sound, cheek to my shoulder, bangles warm against my ribs. Lila unties one wrist with a careful tug, then the other, rubbing the marks with her thumb like she’s sealing something in.

“Happy hour,” she says, amused, satisfied.

“Happy,” Edie echoes, giggling into my skin.

I can’t feel my legs, my face hurts from smiling, and the ceiling fan is making a brave attempt to exist.

“Again,” Lila says lightly, as if discussing inventory. “But my way next.”
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It’s late. The apartment’s quiet, except for the hum of the window unit and the occasional creak from upstairs. I should be in bed—want to be, even—but I find myself sitting on the edge of the couch instead, staring at the closed laptop like it might open itself.

I don’t have a reason. Not a good one. The shop’s closed, the day’s done, and I’ve got two beautiful women curled up asleep in my bed. Should be the happiest man alive.

But still, I reach for it. Flip it open. Fingers moving like they’ve got their own agenda.

Maybe I just want to check the numbers. Maybe it’s curiosity. Or maybe it’s something deeper—a pull I don’t quite understand.

The screen flares to life, and before I even know what I’m doing, I’m typing.

The dashboard loads and there it is in black and white: we made more this week than the store’s ever made, apparently. A record. It feels great. Easy.

I sit with that for a minute, grinning at the screen like it’s flirting with me. Maybe I don’t need to sell the mysterious book after all. Maybe I can keep my little kingdom and the air that hums between the stacks and the women who keep finding me here.

On that feeling, I click into the listing. The photos I took—cover, spine, the serpent around the cathedral—look cheap and silly now. I hit “Delete.” The site asks if I’m sure. I am. I confirm. The page refreshes and the listing disappears, neat as a coin palmed by a street magician.

That’s when everything goes sideways.

My inbox dings once, twice, then a cascade—new messages piling up so fast the notification count looks like a slot machine. Subject lines bloom: INTERESTED IN ROYAL STREET ITEM. URGENT: DO NOT SELL. RE: manuscrit de l’ombre. One in French. One in all caps. One that’s just a phone number with a +33 country code and the word “Now.”

The laptop fan kicks on. The window unit coughs. Downstairs, the bell over the shop door gives a tiny jingle even though the sign is turned to CLOSED and no one should be there. A whiff of clove smoke—impossible—threads the room like a memory getting ideas.

Another email pops—no subject line, just a single sentence in the preview pane:

Put it back.

Behind me, in the dark, one of the women sighs and turns over, bracelets ticking softly against the sheet like a clock with opinions.

I don’t breathe for a count of five. Then I swallow, click the newest message, and⁠—
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Want to read more? Yeah, me too! Sign up to find out when the next one’s ready.
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