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There were only so many times she could sweep the floor, wash the windows, or read a book. Lila silently cursed whoever it was who invented electric and gas lighting. 

She was a candlemaker and seller, and as the world edged closer to the twentieth century, her business was slowly but surely drying up, along with her income. Her more wealthy customers upgraded to electric and gas lighting for their homes and businesses. They occasionally purchased cheap candles for their servants who weren’t privileged enough to enjoy electric and gas light in their quarters, and more expensive candles to add ambiance to their lavish homes while entertaining. 

But they didn’t buy from her any longer. 

Candles were being made in factories in huge amounts, so the shops were able to buy and sell them on cheaply to their customers.

The poor never purchased candles anyway. 

When they were able, they created candles from tallow. If no tallow was available, they survived in the dark or from candle donations from the churches. Lila, herself, often donated candles for the poor.

Her remaining customers were of the middle class. 

The shoemakers, clerks, blacksmiths, and the like. Those who worked hard and provided valuable services, but for the most part, were not highly paid. But they were few and far between. The townspeople were either very wealthy or very poor.

It was luck that Lila owned the building. As an only child, it had been willed to her by her father who was also a candlemaker. Of course, when her father owned the shop, business was good. But he didn’t have to deal with electric and gas slowly eroding his business.

The shop was called The Candle Emporium. 

The ground floor of the building was the shop itself, open to the public. The windows proudly displayed to the outside world all her beautiful candle creations. The back of the shop was where Lila crafted candles. At the very back of the building was a magnificent salon decorated in rich brocade, baroque style, with a touch of Ottoman Empire thrown in for good measure, though the furniture was quite old and dusty now. 

Perhaps she would give it a thorough cleaning and look to sell it. It would fetch a pretty penny. Even old, it was still high-quality furniture. Before the building was a candle shop, it had been a tobacconist shop, and the previous owner left behind the fine furnishings when he sold her father the building. The salon had a door that opened onto an alley. Lila always kept that door bolted. If times got really tough, she would sell off the furniture piece by piece.

Upstairs was a flat where she lived. 

With so few customers, Lila had lately taken to daydreaming hour after hour while she sat perched upon a stool. Her fondest daydream was selling the building, taking the money, and setting sail to begin a new life. 

Somewhere. Anywhere but here.

They only thing that stopped her from turning the dream into reality was the fear of what would happen when the money ran out. Perhaps she would meet a man of quality, marry him, and set up a home. But that was not a guarantee. There was a distinct chance that she could end up penniless on the streets. At least for now, the building was her protection and her security.

As the autumn darkness began to close over, Lila let out a heavy sigh and began to draw the heavy drapes over the windows. It would be another early night for her. A cup of tea, some bread, butter, and jam for supper, a wash, and into bed. Tomorrow morning, the day would repeat itself, just as it had for months.

As she prepared to extinguish the lit candles, all but one she would use to lead the way up the dark staircase to her flat, she startled at the primordial groan of the front door. It seemed so long since she heard it and had forgotten how creepy it sounded. 

To make matters worse, a reaper stood in the doorway. 

All she could make out with the glow of back light from the gaslight outside was a black hood and cloak. A sudden gust of wind whipped up and caught the heavy wood door. He reached out with one hand and grabbed the door before it slammed into the wall and shattered the glass within it. All the lit candles began to flicker wildly.

Lila could do little more than stare at the wild spectacle happening before her. Never had the wind ever blown so ferociously that it not only moved the heavy door but practically gave it a life of its own.

Is this how death came calling? 

Did he arrive in a furious wind? 

She wondered as she stood rooted to the spot, her heart pounding in both her chest and her ears. 

But when the reaper walked into the shop, she realized he wasn’t a reaper after all – at least that’s what she thought. 

He was a monk. A human male wearing a dark cloak and a hood that hung over his eyes. All she could make out from where she stood was a sharp nose and a manly square jaw with a shadow of a beard. 

How did he see what was in front of him? 

Finally, her heart slowed to a near-normal rhythm and she found her voice.

“Welcome, can I help you?” she asked, not moving from the spot she stood. Instead, she folded her hands in front of her. He made her nervous, and she wasn’t sure why. He was a holy man, not a thief with murderous intent. Perhaps it was because she never actually saw a monk in the flesh. Of course, she rarely saw a priest or reverend about the town. The caretaker of the Catholic church would collect the candles every week. The reverend’s wife or daughter did the collecting for the Protestant church. She knew of the monastery, but assumed the monks or their staff poured their own candles.

He reached up and slowly pushed the hood back from his head and ran a hand through his dark hair that fell in waves. 

He was beautiful, there was no other word to describe him. 

Even with the distance she stood from him, she could see his eyes were blue. Not just blue, but glacial. The kind of eyes a woman could lose herself in.

He reached into a pocket of his black cloak…or was it called a robe? 

Without speaking, he unfolded a sheet of paper, took two steps toward her, and handed her the paper. She looked down at the heavy, masculine writing. It was a list of various sizes of white candles. She had a faint memory of reading somewhere or someone once saying in casual conversation that monks did not speak…or spoke very little. So, she went about collecting the candles from the shelves and placed them on the counter. 

There were two candles she still needed to complete the order, but it required her fetching a stool to retrieve them from a high shelf. These particular candles were large and rarely sold, so she kept them away from the better selling candles. A bit of happiness zinged through her at the thought of not only selling more candles to one customer than she sold all week, but also selling the large candles that did no more than collect dust on the shelf.

Lila was sure she would be stuck with those candles to the day she finally closed her shop for good.

She walked behind the counter and pushed the stool along the floor, cursing silently as it caused obnoxious sounds to echo from the walls of the shop. She did her best to remain professional as she positioned the stool beneath the shelf of candles, and smoothed down her day dress. As daintily as she could manage, she climbed onto the stool, knowing she must have looked like a bad circus act. Although she couldn’t see the monk behind her, she knew his eyes were watching her every move. It shouldn’t bother her, she knew, he was just another customer. But she also couldn’t deny she was jittery for some unknown reason.

She balanced herself upon the stool and felt the stool wobble a bit under her weight. She reached for the large white candle and just as her fingers grazed the wax, the stool shifted and in the moment, she felt herself falling.

She was actually falling! 

Before panic took hold, she was caught in mid fall by the monk, but her arm flailed, and her elbow took out several lit candles. The hot wax splashed and landed on her arm. It was hot, but she had been burned so many times over the years that she barely felt a sting.

Gently, he lowered her to her feet, her body coming in contact with his. Her soft breasts against the hard planes of his chest causing a delightful friction.

“Thank you for not letting me fall,” she said not making eye contact with him. The gravity of what had just occurred began to set in and her face heated with embarrassment. Not only the embarrassment of falling into a customer’s arms, but the shame of her attraction to the holy man.

Luckily, the candles that fell didn’t start her shop on fire. 

That would have been truly a disaster to lose not only the business, even though it wasn’t very successful any longer, but losing the upstairs flat and the security of owning the building. She would have been homeless and penniless.

When she finally looked at him, to her horror, she saw he had been splashed with hot wax. Not only was it on his robe, but it was also on his arms, hands, and so much worse…his face.

She swallowed hard. “I’m so very, very sorry! Please forgive me! Would you like me to fetch the doctor?” She twisted her hands in front of her, tears rising in her eyes.

“This?” He slowly peeled the wax from his face with a slight shudder. “This is nothing,” he said.

“You speak?” she asked.

“Yes, I can speak,” he said.

“I just thought that…” her voice trailed off.

To her surprise, he smiled at her. “You thought monks did not speak?”

“Yes…I…don’t really know,” she mentally cursed her stammer. She cleared her throat. “Would you like to come upstairs for a cool cloth for your face?”

“Actually, what I desire is for you to very slowly remove the wax from my arm and hand while I watch and enjoy the pain.”

For a moment, Lila stood motionless and wondered if she heard him correctly. If she did hear him right, maybe this was some kind of religious thing, suffering for his faith, something like that. But when her dark eyes met his blue, all she could see was smoldering lust. Without another word, she walked around the shop blowing out the candles except for one. She took his hand and led him up the stairs to her flat.

Though she didn’t give herself freely to any man, this was an extraordinary opportunity. She wanted this man for her own pleasure, and if by giving him what he wanted gave him pleasure in return, so much the better.

Before they even reached the bed, he dropped the cloak. He wore nothing beneath it. His body was slim, and hard in all the right places. He placed a hand at the small of her back and pulled her against him, his lips crushed against hers, firm and demanding. She was vaguely aware that his hands worked to undo her dress and he pushed it from her shoulders, and it landed in a pool of cloth on the floor at her feet. In the dim light of the bedroom, she watched his eyes roam over her body, and he ran his hand lightly over her arched breasts. He fell back onto the bed, taking her along with him. She straddled his waist and with one quick, upward thrust, his cock entered her body. An involuntary gasp of pleasure escaped her lips and she closed her eyes and savored the exquisite sensation of her body joined with his.

“Please, please, now!” He whispered hoarsely, the need evident in his voice.

She opened her eyes. He held out his arm to her, the wax matted in the dark hair. For a moment, she hesitated. It was not in her nature to hurt anyone. But the look coming from his eyes was stronger than her nature. She grabbed at the edge of the wax and with one quick flick of her wrist, the wax pulled off, along with a good portion of his arm hair.

He threw his head back and let out a growl of satisfaction. Lila was so fascinated that she barely remembered that they were in the middle of a lustful act. She rocked her hips a bit and took a moment to enjoy the feel of his cock inside her, so hot and hard. She then grabbed his wrist and ran her tongue along the edge of the wax before very slowly and with her thumbnail she caught the edge of the remaining wax and agonizingly slowly she peeled the wax away.

He then rewarded her by flipping her onto her back and driving his cock deep inside her, penetrating hard, then teasing her by pulling out to the tip and making her cry out for more. After repeating this over and over, he collapsed on top of her while she enjoyed every precious second of the pleasure he’d just given to her.

After a few minutes, he rolled off her to the side and they both stared up at the cracked ceiling.

“I am certain we are both going to hell,” she said, half-joking and half-serious. There was certainly something in the bible that forbade relations with a holy man.

“I don’t believe in hell,” he stated.

“Really? It seems a bit odd being that you are a monk.”

“I’m not a monk. I am a postulant.”

“Postulant?” She didn’t recognize the word. Her education had been limited and mostly provided by her father. When she was able to read, she learned what she could from books.

“A candidate to possibly become a monk. After a year as a postulant, I can then become a novice for another year, and then three years as a junior monk.”

“It sounds like school.”

“In a way it is,” he replied.

“Forgive me for saying this,” she began. “You don’t seem…committed to it.”

“I’m not,” he said easily. He turned to her and propped himself up on one elbow. “I needed a place to stay and collect my thoughts. I figured a monastery was the most sensible choice to be where no one would ask questions about my past. I do my part in return. Like today.” He stopped speaking a ran his hand over her long dark hair. “The man who delivers the candles every month has taken ill. It fell to me to leave the monastery and seek out a candle shop and purchase candles. It was sheer luck that I came upon your shop…and its beautiful proprietress, whose name I do not even know.”

The look on his face was so soft, so tender that she reached out and stroked his cheek. “Lila is my name.”

He moved closer and kissed her lips gently. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Lila. I am James.”

Acquaintance? This little tryst was far more involved than a simple acquaintance, but this thought she kept to herself. 

“The wax thing. Is that something you have always enjoyed?” she asked awkwardly. It felt like an invasion of his privacy, yet here he was in her bed, so perhaps it wasn’t so private.
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