
        
            [image: cover]
        


The Anjikuni 

 

Syndrome 

 

Dr. Malik Nairat

[image: ]

 

1

Copyright © [2015] by Nairat, Malik (Jennie Publishing) 

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may have been reproduced, distributed, stored in a 

retrieval system, or transmi!ed in any form or by any means (electronic, 

mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior wri!en 

permission from the copyright holder, except for brief quotations used in 

reviews or scholarly works. 

This work was a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, and 

incidents were either the product of the creator’s imagination or used 

fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual 

events was purely coincidental. 

All characters, likenesses, and distinctive appearances were the exclusive 

property of the creator and were protected under applicable copyright and 

trademark laws. 

First edition. 

 

2

Table of Contents 

 

Table of Contents  3

PART ONE:  5

THE EMPTY HOUSES  5

The Morning of Absence  6

The Second Silence  9

The Third Echo  14

The Distributed Word  19

PART TWO:  25

THE SUBSTITUTE PEOPLE  25

The Return of the Mansours  26

The Imam's Doubt  29

The Watchers  34

PART THREE:  39

THE CONTRACTUAL OBLIGATION  39

The Fourth Book  40

The Corruption Within  45

The Solomon Manuscript  52

PART FOUR:  57

THE Final Binding  57

The Sealed Shop  59

The Last Name  63

The Permanent Sentinel  67

PART FIVE  71

THE AfterMath  71

The Empty Shop  72

The Watcher's Journal  74

 

3

[image: ]

4

PART ONE:  

 

THE EMPTY HOUSES 

 

"And We created the jinn before [man] from scorching fire." - Quran 

15:27 
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Chapter 1 

 

The Morning of Absence 

 

I  am  Salim  Waraq,  fifty-five  years  old,  owner  of  the  last  real bookshop in a town that forgot how to read. My qualifications? A heart that skips beats like a broken record player, lungs that have processed more smoke than a industrial chimney, and a talent for remembering ISBN numbers but forgetting human faces. 

The morning began the way they all do. Third cup of coffee by 7 a.m.  Seventh  cigarette.  Same  sharp  pinch  in  my  chest—a  grim reminder that I was, regrettably, still alive. 

It wasn’t until noon that I noticed the Mansour order. 

Tarek  Mansour  had  begged  me  for  three  months  to  find  him  a first edition of Al-Khitat by Al-Maqrizi. Paid half in advance. The kind of customer who actually understood why a book from 1854 cost  more  than  his  car.  The  book  had  arrived  yesterday  from Cairo,  wrapped  in  brown  paper  that  smelled  of  dust  and decades. 

By noon, he hadn't come. By three, I was annoyed. By five, I was worried—not about Mansour, but about my money. 

You  see,  I  don’t  care  for  people.  But  patterns…  patterns  matter. And Tarek Mansour was a man of patterns. Every Tuesday and Friday,  at  exactly  4:15  PM,  he  would  appear  at  my  door.  He’d knock  three  times,  wait,  then  knock  twice  more.  Always  the same. That Friday was no exception to the rule—except that the knock never came. 

At 5:47 PM, I did something I hadn't done in three years: I left my shop during business hours. 
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The  Mansours  lived  seven  minutes  away  if  you  walked  like  a decent  person.  Four  minutes  if  you  walked  like  me—someone who  wanted  to  get  social  obligations  over  with  as  quickly  as possible.  Their  front  door  was  unlocked.  That  was  my  first warning.  In  our  town,  nobody  left  doors  unlocked.  We  barely trusted our own shadows. 

“Mansour?” My voice cracked; I wasn’t used to speaking out loud. Already  regretted  saying  anything  at  all.  Had  I  last  spoken Tuesday? Monday? Hard to remember. 

The television was on: Channel Two’s morning prayer program. But it was evening now. The same prayer had been repeating for what—ten hours? Twelve? 

The  dining  table  told  its  own  story.  Breakfast  for  five,  left untouched. Ful medames gone stiff in bowls. Coffee cups glazed with that thin film of milk you get when it sits too long. And yet— something was wrong. 

I  touched  the  pot.  It  was  warm.  Not  the  lingering  warmth  of recently  brewed  coffee,  but  an  active,  persistent  heat.  As  if someone  had  been  maintaining  it,  keeping  it  ready.  But  the kitchen was empty. 

My  heart  went  into  jazz  improvisation—thump,  thump,  skip, thump. I reached for my nitroglycerin pills, then froze. 

A book lay open on the table. 

A History of Medieval Damascus by Ibn Asakir, Page 277. 

You might think, "So what?" Maybe a family left during breakfast and forgot to lock their door. They left a book open. Maybe it was an emergency. Maybe a gas leak. It could be anything. 

But you're not me. You don't catalog books the way some people collect  sins. That  book?  I  sold  it  to  Mansour  two years  ago,  on March  21st,  to  be  exact.  March  21st,  to  be  exact.  I  remember 
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because he haggled for forty minutes, and I wanted to die after the first three. 

Page  277  described  the  building  of  the  Umayyad  Mosque. Nothing remarkable. Nothing worth leaving breakfast half-eaten and disappearing into thin air. 

Their  cat,  a  plump  orange  tyrant  named  Emperor,  sat  at  the doorway, refusing to enter. Instead, it hissed at the empty space, as if expecting something to appear. 

I  picked  up  the  book,  my  hands  trembling,  not  from  the  three packs of cigarettes I smoked daily. 

At the bottom of page 277, in the margin, someone had written in pencil: “The first door opens.” 

It  wasn’t  Mansour’s  handwriting.  I  recognized  his  scribbles;  he would  vandalize  every  book  he  bought.  This  pencil  mark, however,  was  different.  It  was  older,  with  the  graphite  having softened and turned grey over time. 

I  snapped  a  photo  with  my  phone  (yes,  I  own  one;  no,  I  don’t answer  it).  That’s  when  I  noticed  something  that  made  my faltering heart miss not one beat but two: 

The coffee wasn't staying warm by itself. Someone, or something, was still heating it. 

But the kitchen was empty. 

I  left  faster  than  dignity  should  allow.  Behind  me,  Emperor  the cat yowled at the empty house. Or at what was filling the empty house. I didn't look back to find out. 
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Chapter 2 

 

The Second Silence 

 

Three  cigarettes  and  a  near-heart-attack  later,  I  found  myself back in my shop, desperately trying to convince myself that the entire  incident  had  been  a  figment  of  my  imagination.  A  mind deprived  of  human  interaction  tends  to  conjure  up  its  own mysteries—that’s  what  I  told  myself  between  my  eighth  cup  of coffee and the fifteenth cigarette. 

Then, I saw the newspapers piling up at the Khoury house. 

The  Khourys  lived  across  the  street.  Christians. The wife wore too  much  perfume,  the  husband  collected  books  on  Byzantine architecture  he  never  actually  read.  They  subscribed  to  three newspapers just so they could argue over headlines at breakfast. Every morning at six, the papers landed on their doorstep. Every morning  at  6:15,  George  Khoury  came  out  in  his  bathrobe  to collect them, pretending not to notice me watching through my window. 

Three  days’  worth  of  papers  lay  there.  Thursday,  Friday, Saturday. 

No, that's not possible. I saw George yesterday. Didn't I? 

When  you  spend  your  life  surrounded  by  books  instead  of people, your memory becomes unreliable. Did I see him yesterday or  last  week?  Was  it  George,  or  someone  who  resembled  him? When  you  don’t  care  about  people,  they  all  blend  together  like watercolor paintings in the rain. 

I  stared  at  their  house  until  my  eyes  stung.  No  movement.  No lights. But both cars were still in the driveway. 
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At  11  PM,  I  made  a  decision  that  violated  several  laws  of  my principles: I decided to investigate. This wasn’t out of concern—I don’t usually get involved in such matters—but because I believe that patterns matter, and this particular pattern was spreading. 

The Khourys' back door was an antique, fitted with a lock from the 1960s. I know locks. When you run a shop full of rare books in  a  town  full  of  thieves—and  everyone’s  a  thief  if  given  the chance—you  learn  security  by  studying  its  failures.  This  one? Three minutes with a hairpin and a screwdriver. The hairpin I’d found  tucked  inside  a  book  once;  the  screwdriver  lived  in  my “things-that-might-be-useful-someday” drawer. 

The  door  opened  with  a  click  that  sounded  like  gunfire  in  the silent night. 

The aroma of the left-out dinner hit me first. It wasn’t rotting yet, but it had that sweet-sour edge of food giving up on being edible. The dining table was set for four; their two children, a teenager and a preteen, had their phones beside their plates. The screens were  dark  now—batteries  dead  after  days  of  neglect,  the  final notifications long since faded to black. 

How long ago had they left? Three days? Four? Long enough for the  phones  to  die,  for  the  food  to  sour,  for  dust  to  settle  on surfaces that should have been touched daily. 

The grandmother's wheelchair sat empty in the corner, but—and this was the detail that made me reach for my heart medication— the seat was warm. Actually warm—body temperature. I touched it, then recoiled. The fabric radiated heat, as if someone had been sitting there moments earlier. 

On  the  coffee  table:  a  book.  Of  course,  a  book.  Because  my  life had  become  a  terrible  story  written  by  a  sadistic  author  who thought irony was the highest form of art. 
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