
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Bookshop at Midnight Corner

––––––––

A Cozy Fantasy Novella
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Chapter 1: The Inheritance at Midnight
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Laila Murad slammed her laptop shut with slightly more force than necessary. The sharp *clack* made Mona, her desk neighbor, raise an eyebrow without looking away from her own screen.

“Finally finished that report?”

“Finished it and it finished me,” Laila muttered, already sweeping notebooks, pens, and her battered leather tote into a chaotic pile. “The man wants a personal-development book that sells like air-fryer cookbooks during Ramadan. I’ve spent three months trying to convince the author to write one honest sentence with actual feeling. He keeps saying the reader wants ‘actionable steps’ and ‘quick wins.’ Basically we’re supposed to microwave books the way people microwave instant noodles.”

Mona gave a small, tired laugh. “That’s the job, Lulu. We sell dreams. Not literature.”

Laila didn’t answer. She zipped her bag, slung it over her shoulder, and walked out without another word.

In the elevator she caught her reflection in the brushed-metal wall: tired eyes, black hair scraped back into a hasty knot, a face that looked older than twenty-eight. Once upon a time she had loved books—really loved them. The smell of old paper, the way her pulse quickened when a sentence cracked open and revealed something true. These days she edited books she secretly despised for people who barely read them, all so a faceless audience could feel briefly productive about problems that ran far deeper than any checklist could reach.

Outside, October air bit harder than it should have. She started toward the metro station, then stopped at the old brass mailbox bolted to the building’s entrance. A large manila envelope sat inside, addressed in careful, familiar handwriting she hadn’t seen in fifteen years.

She tore it open right there under the streetlamp.

*Dear Ms. Laila Murad,*

*We regret to inform you of the passing of Mr. Hussam Murad on September 12. As executors of his will, we notify you that you are the sole heir to his estate, including the property known as “Midnight Corner Bookshop,” located at 17 Old Moon Lane.*

*Please contact our offices at your earliest convenience to complete the necessary formalities.*

*Yours respectfully,*  

*Nabil & Partners, Attorneys*

Laila read it twice. Hussam Murad. Her grandfather. The man who vanished from her life when she was thirteen after a family argument so explosive that no one ever explained it properly afterward. She had assumed—everyone had assumed—he was long gone. She never imagined he still remembered her. Let alone that he had left her anything.

The next afternoon she stood in front of the shop.

Old Moon Lane was narrow and unnaturally quiet, almost forgotten. The bookshop’s façade was narrow too: peeling dark-green paint, dust-caked windows, a faded wooden sign hanging crookedly above the door.

**Midnight Corner Bookshop – Rare & Curious Volumes**

A small, weathered *Closed* sign dangled inside the glass. Laila tried the handle. Locked. She knocked twice, more out of frustration than expectation, then stepped back and stared at the place.

“So I inherited a dead dream,” she murmured to no one.

She went home. But the address stayed in her head all evening like an itch she couldn’t reach.

At 12:02 a.m. she woke with a start.

She had no idea why. Her heart was racing for no reason she could name. She lay still for maybe thirty seconds before she threw back the covers, pulled on an old coat over her pajamas, grabbed her keys, and drove.

When she turned onto Old Moon Lane the street was completely dark—except for one window.

The bookshop was glowing.

Warm golden light leaked around the edges of the heavy curtains. The door stood slightly ajar, as though someone had left it open on purpose.

Laila killed the engine and stepped out. The cold bit her ankles. She walked slowly to the door, hesitated, then pushed it gently.

The scent hit her first: old paper, wood polish, and—impossibly—the rich, comforting smell of freshly brewed coffee. Soft piano music drifted from somewhere deeper inside. And the books...

The books were glowing.

Not dramatically. Just a gentle luminescence rising from the spines—soft blues, warm ambers, deep violets, pale rose. Each shelf breathed its own quiet light.

In the center of the room stood a small walnut desk. On it lay an open letter in her grandfather’s unmistakable handwriting.

*My dearest Laila,*

*If you are reading this, it means you came at midnight—and that the shop chose you.*

*It opens only for those who truly need it, and only at midnight.*

*You are now its keeper.*

*Do not try to understand it with logic. Trust it instead.*

*And forgive me.*

Beneath the letter sat a small silver key and a black leather ledger embossed in faded gold:

**Keeper’s Record**

Laila reached for the ledger, then froze.

A low, velvety sound—half purr, half voice—came from above.

She looked up.

A black cat sat on the highest shelf, tail curled neatly around her paws. Her eyes were vivid green, luminous in the gentle glow of the room. She was watching Laila with calm, unmistakable intelligence.

“You’re late,” the cat said, her voice clear and faintly amused. “I’ve been waiting ages.”

Laila’s mouth opened. No sound came out.

The cat tilted her head.

“Well?” she said. “Are you going to stand there gaping all night, or shall we begin?”

—-
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Chapter 2: The First Customer
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Laila stared at the black cat perched on the top shelf.

The cat stared back, completely unruffled.

For several long seconds the only sound was the faint crackle of the fire that had somehow appeared in the small iron stove in the corner—a fire Laila was certain had not been there thirty seconds ago.

“You... talk,” Laila finally managed.

“Very observant,” the cat replied dryly. “My name is Midnight. And yes, before you ask, I’ve always been able to. Most keepers are too busy screaming or fainting the first time they hear me.”

Laila pressed her lips together. “I’m not going to scream.”

“Excellent. One point in your favor already.”

Midnight leapt down in a single fluid motion, landing silently on the worn Persian rug. She padded over to the walnut desk and sat beside the open ledger with an air of faint impatience.

“Well? Open it. You’ll need to understand the rules before the first one arrives.”

“The first what?”

“Customer,” Midnight said, as though it were obvious. “They don’t come every night. But when they do, they come because they need something. Not want. Need.”

Laila hesitated, then reached for the black leather book. The word **Keeper’s Record** was embossed in gold that looked older than the building itself. When her fingers brushed the cover, the leather felt warm.

She opened it.

The first page was blank for half a heartbeat—then words began to appear, forming slowly in her grandfather’s elegant hand as though someone invisible were writing them right now.

**Rule One**  

Never choose the book for the customer.  

The book chooses itself.

**Rule Two**  

Do not open a book that has not chosen to be opened.  

Some stories are not ready.  

Some stories are never meant for the person who wants them.

**Rule Three**  

The shop keeps its own hours.  

It opens when someone needs it.  

It closes when the need is met—or when the night ends.
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