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Chapter 1 

 

The Census of Impossibilities 

 

The key to Makhzan al-Hikma had a complaint. It grated against the lock with  a  sound  reminiscent  of  a  tired  bone,  a  specific  protest  it  had  been making  for  the  past  twenty-three  years  since  I  had  owned  the  place.  I responded  with  my  own  complaint,  a  grunt  as  I  pushed  the  door  open against a drift of yesterday’s mail. The shop exhaled a breath of dust and decaying  paper,  releasing  the  familiar  scent  of  a  life  spent  among  things that  were  slowly  forgetting  their  existence.  It  was  ten  o’clock  on  a Thursday morning, and the day had already failed to impress me. 

My shop, a three-story testament to financial ruin, was situated between a bakery that produced bricks masquerading as bread and a pharmacy that dealt  in  expired  remedies.  Light,  struggling  to  penetrate  the  dust-laden windows I hadn’t cleaned since the last revolution, illuminated dust motes that  had  likely  witnessed  the  rise  and  fall  of  empires. As  I  navigated  the narrow passageway between teetering shelves, my lungs whistling a tune that would concern a doctor, if I had ever encountered one who accepted payment in philosophical despair. 

The  morning’s  first  ritual  was  the  humiliation  of  discovering  my  reading glasses.  They  were  nowhere  to  be  found,  as  if  they  had  developed  a personal  vendetta  against  me.  My  fingers  brushed  over  the  leather bindings  and  the  worn  spines  of  paperbacks,  but  then  they  stopped  on something unfamiliar. It was a manuscript, wedged between a treatise on medieval dentistry—fascinating if you’re interested in historical suffering— and The Contemplative Pigeon Keeper’s Handbook. I was certain it hadn’t been there when I closed up last night. 

The  leather  was  supple  and  dark,  untouched  by  the  grime  that  covered everything  else.  The  title,  stamped  in  fading  gold,  read: Principles  of Thermodynamic Philosophy by Abu al-Walid Ibn Rushd.

My  cigarette,  a  permanent  feature  of  my  hand,  halted  halfway  to  my  lips. Ibn  Rushd  died  in  Marrakech  in  December  1198.  This  manuscript  was 
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dated  Cordoba,  March  1203.  Either  the  great  philosopher  had  discovered immortality  and  kept  it  quiet,  or  I was  holding  an  argument with  history itself.  In  my  experience,  impossibilities  before  noon  invariably  led  to  a complicated day. 

The  manuscript  exuded  an  authentic  old-world  charm,  radiating  a  brittle confidence.  The  Arabic  was  pristine  twelfth-century  Andalusian,  each character meticulously crafted by a man who regarded writing as a sacred act. However, the content was truly remarkable. Ibn Rushd was describing entropy using Aristotelian logic, a concept that wouldn’t be recognized as quantum  mechanics  for  another  seven  centuries.  He  delved  into  the “tendency  of  all  ordered  things  toward  beautiful  chaos”  and  the  “divine comedy  of  heat  death.”  A  particular  passage  left  me  breathless,  as  if  my lungs were being crushed. 

"Just  as  no  man  may  step  in  the  same  river  twice,  no  man  may  read  the same book twice, for the book changes the reader and the reader changes the  book,  until  neither  exists  as  they  were,  and  both  exist  as  they  never were." 

My  contemplation  was  abruptly  interrupted  by  the  shop  bell’s  ominous chime.  A  customer  had  arrived  at  precisely  half-past  ten  on  a  Thursday. Clearly, I was destined for a day of misfortune. 

The  intruder  was  Ghassan  al-Dimashqi,  a  substitute  teacher  whose permanent  expression  suggested  life  had  substituted  his  ambitions  with bureaucratic  paperwork.  He  moved  through  my  shop  like  a  walking apology. 

"Mr. Waraq," he sighed, "I need books on elementary arithmetic. The regular teacher left me nothing but chaos and children who think multiplication is a suggestion." 

"Third shelf, second floor," I said, gesturing vaguely. "Somewhere between despair and resignation." 

As  he  ascended  the  stairs,  I  resumed  reading  Ibn  Rushd’s  posthumous publication.  The  philosopher  had  now  posited  that  observation  was  not merely  a  recording  of  reality  but  rather  the  very  act  of  creating  it.  He asserted, “The eye does not perceive what exists but rather conjures what must be. We are all sculptors of the real, operating within the medium of consciousness.” 
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A  strangled  cry  from  the  second  floor  cut  through  the  silence.  It  was  a sound  of  pure,  unadulterated  disbelief.  I  ascended  at  a  pace  that  could generously be described as geological. 

Ghassan stood frozen, holding a small, cloth-bound volume as if it were a live grenade. The color had drained from his face, leaving him the shade of cheap stationery. 

“This… this is a book written by my grandmother,” he whispered, his voice filled with awe and reverence. 

"Congratulations. She had a fine script." 

"Salim, she was illiterate. She died illiterate. We tried to teach her for forty years. She said letters were djinn trying to crawl into her thoughts." 

The  book  was  titled  Feast  Songs  of  the  Euphrates,  authored  by Grandmother Salma al-Dimashqi, dated 1962. I took it from his trembling hands. It was heavier than its size suggested, as if the impossibility of its existence  had  mass.  The  pages  smelled  of  sumac  and  a  profound, unfinished  sadness.  The  handwriting  was  indeed  beautiful,  each  word  a small, defiant act against the known world. 

"Perhaps  she  learned  in  secret?"  I  offered,  a  weak  bandage  for  a metaphysical wound. 

"Her  hands,"  Ghassan  said,  his  voice  hollow.  "Arthritis.  They  were  like twisted  roots.  She  couldn't  hold  a  spoon,  let  alone  a  pen."  He  pointed  a shaking finger at a recipe. "But this… 'salt from tears of joy never shed'… 'oil from olives that refused to grow'… this is her. This is exactly how she talked about cooking. She measured with her heart." 

An  impossible  book.  First,  a  philosopher writing  after  his  death.  Now,  an illiterate woman composing recipes for mythical ingredients. My shop was becoming a gallery for contradictions. 

Ghassan bought the cookbook, paying with currency that seemed, for the moment, stable. He left walking like a man who had just discovered the law of gravity was a local ordinance, not a universal constant. 

Alone again, I felt a sudden, profound chill. The Ibn Rushd manuscript lay on  the  counter.  Between  it  and  where  the  cookbook  had  been,  a  third 
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volume had appeared. It was thin, bound in a leather that felt disturbingly personal. There was no title. 

Inside, on the first page, a single line was written in an Arabic so archaic it predated vowel marks: 

"The Census of Books Never Written, Compiled by the Kuttab al-Ghaib." 

The Scribes of the Unseen. I had once encountered the term in a fragment of a manuscript so damaged that deciphering it was akin to archaeology. These  beings  existed  in  the  space  between  written  and  unwritten, recording books that authors envisioned but never wrote. 

My  heart,  which  had  its  own  opinions  on  excitement,  started  beating  an irregular rhythm of alarm. I turned the page. The census began with books from my own shop, but it was wrong, twisted, and impossible. 

The  Muqaddimah,  written  twenty  years  after  Ibn  Khaldun’s  death, presents a unique perspective on history. Attar’s Conference of the Birds, while  featuring  birds  that  had  never  flown,  offers  a  fantastical  and imaginative  narrative.  Similarly,  the  Thousand  and  One  Nights,  with  its extra  night  that  unraveled  all  the  others,  presents  a  captivating  and intricate tale. 

The shop bell rang again. I looked up, my fingers still pressed against the impossible  census.  It was  Mrs.  Zubaida,  our  local  distributor  of  gossip,  a woman who treated secrets like currency. 

Mr.  Waraq,  I’m  looking  for  a  romance  novel.  Something  with  passion, secrets, and a touch of danger—you know, something light and enjoyable. 
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