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Chapter 1 

 

The Acquisition 

 

The  bell  above  the  door  of  my  shop  jangled,  a  sound  as unwelcome  as  a  toothache.  I  didn't  look  up.  Looking  up  invites conversation,  and  conversation,  in  my  experience,  led  to  one  of two  things:  someone  trying  to  sell  me  something,  or  someone trying to buy something. Both were tedious. 

I was on my first cup of coffee—the thick, bitter Turkish kind that could  jumpstart  a  corpse—and  a  first  edition  of Ibn  Khaldun’s Muqaddimah  lay  open  on  my  desk. The  margins were  a  spider-web of notes from a previous owner, some scholar arguing with a dead  man  across  the  centuries.  That  was  the  kind  of conversation  I  could  appreciate. The  shop was  empty,  the  dust motes dancing in the weak October light. Perfect. 

Then I heard the breathing. 

It was a wet, ragged sound, the kind that comes from a chest full of holes. Reluctantly, I lifted my gaze. 

A man stood just inside the doorway, swaying like a sapling in a strong wind. His scholarly tweed jacket was drenched in sweat, despite the autumn chill. He clutched a bundle wrapped in black cloth to his chest as if it were his own heart. But it was his eyes that  made  me  put  my  coffee  down.  I’d  seen  that  look  before,  in my grandfather’s diary—the wide, unblinking stare of a man who has  peered  over  the  edge  of  the  world  and  seen  something staring back. 

“We’re closed,” I said, the lie automatic. It never worked. 
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“You  are  Salim  Waraq,”  he  gasped,  his  voice  bubbling  slightly. “Your mother was Maryam bint Suleiman. The blood of Solomon flows in your veins, however thin it has become.” These weren’t questions. They were statements of fact, recited by a dying man. He stumbled forward and placed his burden on the counter with trembling hands. “They know I have it. The Circle of Ninety-Nine. They are coming.” 

The black cloth fell away. 

The thing on my counter wasn’t a book. It was an absence. The leather binding seemed to swallow the light, creating a pocket of deeper  darkness  in  the  dim  shop.  It  felt  cold,  but  not  a temperature cold. It was the cold of a grave, of a void. Ninety-nine brass seals were set into the cover in a perfect, spiraling pattern. Each was inscribed with one of the beautiful names of God, but they  were…  wrong.  Inverted.  Twisted  into  blasphemous  shapes that made my stomach clench. 

“Shams al-Ma'arif al-Kubra,” I whispered, my throat dry as dust. 

“The  murder  edition,  the  one  the  Ottomans  bound  in  1521,”  the man confirmed. A thin trickle of blood escaped the corner of his mouth. “I am Dr. Rashid Mahmoud. I found it in the archives of Damascus.  I  tried  to  burn  it,  but  the  seals…  they  cannot  be broken by fire. It cannot be destroyed by any ordinary means.” 

“Why bring it to me?” I asked, though I was already dreading the answer. 

“The  bloodline,”  he  coughed,  more  blood  spotting  his  lips. “The descendants  of  Solomon  can  touch  it  without…  without…”  His knees buckled. 

I  caught  him  and  lowered  him  to  the  floor.  He  was  light, insubstantial, as if something had already eaten him out from the inside. 

“What did they do to you?” 
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He laughed, a sound like tearing parchment. “Not them. Me.” His hand shot out and gripped my wrist with surprising strength. “I spoke one of the corrupted names. Just one. I wanted to see if it was  real.”  His  eyes  were  pleading,  desperate  for  me  to understand  the  magnitude  of  his  mistake.  “It’s  consuming  me from within. The corruption spreads like acid through the soul.” 

I  saw  it  then,  peeking  from  under  his  collar. A  burn  mark,  livid and fresh, shaped like twisted Arabic script. It read:  

“The first. The gates begin to open.” 

“Listen,” he wheezed, his grip tightening. “The book is a prison. Something  is  held  inside.  The  locks  are  failing;  one  is  already broken. When all ninety-nine give way, it will be free. The Coven means  to  finish  the  ritual  their  ancestors  began  five  centuries ago.” 

“What’s inside?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. 

“A demon,” he rasped. “But not a natural one. The Ottomans were clever. They didn’t trap ninety-nine djinn themselves. They found a way to… ‘copy’ them. To steal a reflection of their essence. The manuscript is a cage for those reflections, fused together into a single, monstrous consciousness using the corrupted names.” 

His  words  hung  in  the  air,  colder  than  the  void-book  on  my counter. It wasn't a demon they had found; it was a demon they had ‘built’. 

“The original djinn,” he continued, his voice fading, “they still live. But  they  are  trapped,  tormented,  their  power  siphoned  to  feed this… this ‘thing'. And it is hungry. It targets the descendants of the original sorcerers who created it. A harvest.” 

He  tapped  the  cover  of  the  manuscript  with  a  bloodied  finger. “My family were among those sorcerers. It is beginning with us.” 

His grip loosened. In the space between one breath and the next, Dr. Rashid Mahmoud died on the floor of my bookshop. 
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I stood there, the silence of the shop suddenly profound. A dead man. A  blasphemous,  impossible  manuscript. And  a  mention  of my mother’s bloodline, a story I’d spent a lifetime dismissing as family myth. 

I forced myself to look at the manuscript again. One of the brass seals, the first in the spiral, was cracked. A hairline fracture ran through  it,  and  from  within  pulsed  a  sickly,  greenish  light.  If  I listened, which I immediately regretted, I could hear a whisper, a sibilant rustle of a language that predated human speech. 

Against every instinct of self-preservation, my hand reached out. I expected searing pain, madness, oblivion. 

Instead, I felt a faint warmth, like a stone that has baked in the sun. 

Dr.  Mahmoud  had  been  right.  The  bloodline,  thin  as  it  was, protected me. 

I  grabbed  my  phone  to  call  Inspector  Nadia  Mansour.  She’d handled  a…  peculiar  situation  a  few  years  back  when  a  client accused  me  of  selling  him  a  cursed  folio.  She  was  pragmatic, skeptical, and most importantly, she knew when to leave certain details out of an official report. 

But first, I looked closer at the fractured seal. The name etched there was a twisted mockery that hurt to look at. And below it, almost invisible, was a scribbled note in Ottoman Turkish. 

“Here  lies  the  first  of  the  Ninety-Nine  who  defied  heaven.  May  they never rise.” 

The  whispers  grew  louder,  coalescing  into  a  single,  intelligible thought that wasn’t my own. ‘Free.’ 

Somewhere, not far away, a man began to scream. A short, sharp sound that was cut off abruptly, replaced by the hungry crackle of flames. 
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The harvest had begun. 

I  dialed  Nadia’s  number  with  one  hand,  carefully  wrapping  the manuscript in its black shroud with the other. 

“Inspector  Mansour?  It’s  Salim  Waraq.  I  need  you  at  my  shop. Immediately.”  I  paused,  looking  from  the  corpse  on  the  floor  to the  wrapped  abomination  on  my  desk.  “And  Inspector?  Bring salt. As much as you can find. The blessed kind, if possible.” 

“Salim, what… ?” 

“A  man  just  died  on  my  floor  after  delivering  something  that shouldn’t exist. I have a feeling he won’t be the last.” 

I lit a cigarette—the first of what promised to be a very long day —and  stared  at  the  black  bundle.  The  ninety-nine  corrupted names  spiraled  inward,  toward  a  center  that  seemed  to  pull  at the very fabric of the room. 

OEBPS/index-6_6.png





OEBPS/index-6_1.png





OEBPS/index-6_7.png





OEBPS/index-6_4.png





OEBPS/index-6_5.png





OEBPS/index-6_3.png





OEBPS/index-6_2.png





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Shams al-
Ma'arif
Murders

By Malik Nairat





OEBPS/index-6_8.png





