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The Storeroom of Desires
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"You want to sell this?" 

Quicksilver stood amid the scattered wealth of a dead woman's pleasures, her silk slippers whispering against stone as she turned slowly, cataloguing. A dozen baskets lined the floor, each throat-deep in objects that spoke of appetites both refined and ravenous. The morning light slanting through the high window caught on polished jade and carved ivory, on the blush of rose quartz and the warm glow of sandalwood worn smooth by countless hands.

The collection ranged from tasteful to anatomically ambitious, with various carved fruit and suggestive symbolism. Some pieces were brutally utilitarian. Others aspired to art, their shapes elevated by the skill of craftsmen who had transformed base desire into something approaching transcendence. But all—every last one—celebrated the same human hunger,.

Mahogany crossed his arms. "Old Stump died last week. Her nephew was eager to unload the collection. I happened to be at the baths—"

"Of course you were."

"—and convinced him we were the right people for the job."

She picked up a particularly creative interpretation of masculine anatomy carved from jade, her tightly coiled bun shifting as she tilted her head. "I always assumed Old Stump collected poisons. You know, given how many of her political enemies died unexpectedly."

"Don't speak ill of the dead." Mahogany's tone went sharp. "It curdles the luck."

She crouched to examine a set of carved jade spheres that nested inside one another like secrets within secrets. Each was hollow, each contained the next, each was engraved with increasingly explicit scenes of divine congress. The craftsmanship was exquisite. 

She stood up and patted her black hair, tightly coiled on top of her head. "Sandalwood would be better suited for this. She has the contacts. The kind of clients who'd rather crawl through sewers than be seen entering our shop in broad daylight."

"Which is exactly why we need to change our approach. I've already arranged something."

She felt her eyebrows climb toward her hairline. "Explain."

"I've been thinking we need to expand our business." He began to pace in the cramped quarters. "Opportunities like this are rare as summer snow. So, we’ll make this collection respectable."

"You're mad."

"I'm brilliant. Listen: I've already spoken to Parrot—yes, the poet, don't make that face—he's going to give a lecture. The mystical significance of erotic union in Old Empire mysticism. We'll invite a priestess of the Fertility Goddess to discuss ritual applications. Then a debate. The most refined minds in the City, gathered in cultured discourse about the philosophical implications of various positions."

"And then?"

"Then the most respectable citizens will visit our shop in broad daylight, wallets heavy, consciences light, convinced they're patrons of scholarship rather than purchasers of pleasure-aids."

It was audacious. Possibly insane. Definitely profitable.

"What's Parrot's price?"

"A book of his choosing."

A discreet knock interrupted them. Quicksilver turned toward the sound, instinct making her hand drift toward the small blade she kept sheathed at her hip beneath the elegant drape of her robe.

"We're not open yet!"

"That'll be him now." Mahogany was already moving toward the door. "I promised him first choice. Let him browse before the event."

"By the nascent horns of the Golden Calf," she muttered, "I've never seen that man vertical before noon."

But there he stood—Parrot the poet, disheveled as morning itself but blessedly sober. His eyes held that particular gleam scholars wore when confronted with primary sources. He moved through the storage room, trailing his fingers over spines until he found what he sought.

A volume disappeared into his pocket with the smooth efficiency of practiced theft. Not theft, Quicksilver reminded herself. Payment.

"So." Mahogany gestured at the baskets. "Which texts would you recommend for the presentation?"

Parrot's hands moved with surprising delicacy, lifting volumes with the care they deserved. "The Aphorisms of Desire—a classic, uncontroversial. This edition bears Red Orchid's signature." His finger traced gilt lettering with something approaching reverence. "And The Thousand Virtues of Ecstasy for a bit of spice. The clergy still argue about chapter seven."

"The Practice of the Thirty-six Sacred Positions," Quicksilver read aloud, leafing through a worn codex. The illustrations made her back ache in sympathy. "I didn't realize you were an expert in this... field, Master Parrot."

His smile was all innocence and ancient knowledge. "A true scholar cultivates breadth. What's this?"

The book in his hands was small, bound in lizard skin gone dark with age. Its edges were blackened—not with time but with flame. He opened it carefully, and she glimpsed the first illustration: two figures wound together in a pose that looked more like elegant suffering than pleasure, their limbs arranged with the precise geometry of ritual.

"Now this," Parrot breathed, "is genuinely rare."

"Really?" she moved closer, her merchant's instinct kicking in.

"The Midnight Flowers." He turned pages with increasing care. "Golden Voice's erotic sonnets. Written during the Great Righteousness in the Three Cities—you know, when they were burning anyone who dared write about anything more stimulating than agricultural yields."

"Dangerous, then."

"Lethal. Golden Voice distributed them in secret. Lucky bastard died of swamp fever the day before his arrest. The Guardians of Purity destroyed most of his work. Only two copies of this volume survived—one in the Great Library of the Old Empire, one in the Jade Philosopher's collection. Until his house burned."

Parrot held the book up to the light. The fire-blackened edges seemed to drink the illumination, turning it to shadow.

"Seems someone saved it from the flames after all."

Mahogany frowned. "Could it be a forgery?"

"I'm not expert enough to say with certainty." Parrot's scholarly caution warred with visible excitement. "But this volume is obscure enough that most forgers wouldn't bother. I only know of it because I visited the Great Library a few years back. And technically, this copy shouldn't exist at all."

"Perfect. A rare volume rescued from the pyre. Precisely the story we need."

Another knock, sharper this time. The door swung open without invitation, and Sandalwood burst through like a ship under full sail. The old woman who ran the specialized antiquities shop around the corner had a nose for valuable things and the manners of a boarding pirate.

"Youngsters, I need turpentine—" She stopped dead, her short-sighted gaze fixing on the baskets. "Pretty things. Nothing extraordinary, though, except... Great Gods, is that the Ivory Tower?"

Her gnarled finger pointed at an object eight inches long, its shape unmistakable, its surface covered in intricate engravings. She lifted it with the careful reverence of someone handling a relic.

"Queen Night Storm's favorite companion." The woman’s voice went soft. "Worth two thousand golden ronals. And this—a royal virility ring from the Red Island. These ritual balls... Where in all the hells did you find this collection?"

Quicksilver manufactured her most charming smile. "An old friend of Mahogany's inherited the lot. Insisted we handle the sale."

"We'd love your expertise." Her partner already had the jar of turpentine in hand. "For your usual percentage."

Sandalwood's answering smile was all teeth. "I'll return this evening for a proper evaluation."

When the door closed behind her, Mahogany exhaled. "Well. That's settled. Now, about the event—I was thinking Thursday. Light refreshments, quality wine, twenty to thirty guests. Your atrium should accommodate them comfortably."

"MY atrium?" Quicksilver's voice climbed half an octave. "This has to happen at my house?"

"You're a respectable family woman. Everyone knows I'm a hopeless hedonist. You project the right image. Don't worry. I'll help with everything."
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The Evening of Civilized Discourse
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The atrium hummed with the particular music of cultured society at play—voices pitched low and melodious, laughter deployed with surgical precision, the crystalline kiss of silver against porcelain. Quicksilver allowed herself one final glance at the architect across the room, let her smile linger just long enough to be a promise, then surrendered once more to the tyranny of hostessing.

The wine was good. Better than good—it was the kind of vintage that loosened tongues without loosening dignity, that made philosophers wax poetic and merchants forget, temporarily, the weight of their purses. She took a glass for herself and retreated to the archway, back pressed against cool plaster, surveying the careful chaos she and Mahogany had orchestrated.

From here, she could see everything. Mahogany holding court with the High Priestess of the Way of the Illumination, their newest religious import from the east. The priestess's hands moved as she spoke, weaving invisible patterns in the air—conversion by gesture, seduction by theology. Parrot had gathered a cluster of younger scholars around him, no doubt explaining something obscure and probably salacious. The actors stood near the display of artifacts, their professional appreciation for form evident in how they examined each piece.
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