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The lamp came in on a Tuesday at the end of October, wrapped in a moth-eaten prayer rug inside a crate of estate junk from a house on Saltmarket Hill, and Selene Haddad nearly sent it back with the rest.

She was thirty-six years old and she had been restoring old metal for fourteen of those years, first at her father’s bench and then, after his heart gave out, at her own. Haddad & Daughter Restoration occupied the ground floor of a narrow brick building on Copper Lane in the old market quarter of Kesterly, and the sign still said Daughter because she had never been able to make herself repaint it. She polished samovars for widows and rewired chandeliers for hotels and patiently coaxed dents out of trumpets for the symphony. She was good. She was careful. She lived upstairs, alone, above the smell of brass polish and beeswax, and she had not let anybody touch her in a way that mattered for longer than she liked to count.

The lamp was black with tarnish and crusted green at the seams. It was an oil lamp of the old shape, low and long, with a curled handle and a narrow spout and a hinged lid capped with a tiny brass flame. Somebody had soldered the lid shut, badly, a long time ago. She turned it under the bench light and felt the weight shift inside it, which was strange, because when she shook it gently nothing rattled.

She left it on the bench for a week. She told herself it was because the hotel chandeliers had a deadline. It was not. Every night when she turned off the shop lights she looked at it, and every night it seemed to look back.

On the first Wednesday of November, with rain ticking on the shop windows and the radiator knocking, she put on her apron, tied back her hair, and took it apart.

Her hair did not stay tied. It never had. It was long and black and so thick with curls that her mother had once called it a weather system, and it fought every band and pin she owned. By nine o’clock it had escaped down past her shoulders and she had stopped noticing. She cut the old solder with a fine blade and a steady hand and lifted the lid, and the inside of the lamp was clean. Not merely clean. Bright, as if it had been polished that morning, with a faint warm smell like cedar and hot sugar coming out of it.

She frowned at it. Then, because she was her father’s daughter and there was a smudge of tarnish on the belly that would not let her be, she took a soft cloth and rubbed.

The bench light went out. So did every other light in the shop, and the radiator stopped knocking, and the rain stopped ticking, and for a moment there was no sound in the world at all. Then smoke came pouring out of the spout of the lamp, thick and dark and smelling of cedar, and it did not drift the way smoke should. It gathered. It stood up. It became two men.

Selene did not scream. She would think about that later and be faintly proud. She backed up until her hip hit the second bench and she grabbed the first thing her hand found, which was a rawhide mallet, and she held it up between herself and the two very large, very shirtless strangers who were now standing in her shop.

The one on the left was enormous. He was the biggest man she had ever seen outside a strongman contest on television, broad and heavy and thick with muscle, his skin a deep warm brown, his head shaved smooth and his jaw covered by a short, full black beard. He wore nothing but a pair of loose black silk trousers knotted low on his hips and a wide gold cuff on his right wrist, worked all over with tiny, ornate patterns. He looked forty. He looked like he could pick up her workbench with one hand.

The one on the right was tall and leaner, though leaner was relative; he was built hard and cut, every muscle in his chest and stomach clearly drawn, his skin a rich golden tan. His long black hair was pulled up and back into a loose knot, with strands falling free around a clean-shaven face, and a small gold hoop glinted in his ear. His trousers were crimson silk. He looked thirty-seven, a few years behind the other, and he was smiling at her like he had been waiting a very long time to do it.

Both of them had dark eyes. Ordinary dark eyes, brown so deep they were nearly black, without any shine or glow to them at all. That was somehow the most unsettling part. She had expected, if she had expected anything, something out of a film.

“Peace,” said the big one. His voice was low and rough, with an accent she could not place. “Put down the hammer, sister of brass. We will not harm you.”

“It’s a mallet,” Selene said. “And I think I’ll keep it.”

The one in crimson laughed out loud, delighted. “Oh, I like her. Zahir, I like her.”

“You like everyone who opens the lamp, Idris.”

“That is a lie. I did not like the vizier. I did not like the merchant from Tyre. I did not like the tax collector in the sixteen hundreds, may his ledgers rot.” Idris bowed to her, a long, graceful, faintly mocking bow. “Lady. I am Idris. This mountain is Zahir. We are djinn, and we are bound to the lamp you have so kindly opened, and by the law of the binding we owe you three wishes. Please do not wish for a palace. You will hate the upkeep.”

Selene looked at the lamp on the bench. She looked at them. She looked at the mallet in her hand, which suddenly seemed a little silly.

“Djinn,” she said.

“Djinn,” Zahir agreed.

“Bound to my lamp.”

“Bound to the lamp. It is not yours. It is not ours either.” Something moved in the big man’s face, an old weariness, quickly hidden. “A sorcerer named Qasim al-Mahrun made it, eight hundred years ago, and shut us inside it because we would not serve him. Whoever opens it holds the wishes. When the third wish is spoken, we go back inside and wait for the next pair of hands.”

“Eight hundred years,” Selene said slowly.

“Give or take a century asleep in a shipwreck,” said Idris. “Off the coast of Crete. Very dull. Zahir snored.”

“Djinn do not snore.”

“You snored, my heart, I was there.”

It was the my heart that made her lower the mallet. He said it the way her father had said it to her mother, without thinking, the way a person says a word they have worn smooth. And Zahir, the huge one, did not roll his eyes or pull away. His mouth softened under the beard, and for one second he looked at Idris the way a man looks at a fire on a cold night.

“You’re together,” she said.

They both turned to her.

“For a very long time,” said Zahir. “Since before the lamp. He was a djinn of the high desert and I was a djinn of the deep wells, and we were meant to be rivals. We were not good at it.”

“We were terrible at it,” Idris said fondly.

Selene set the mallet down on the bench. Her heart was pounding, and some of it was fear, and more of it, embarrassingly, was not. She was standing in her own dark shop at nine at night in an apron and a sweater with her hair coming down, and two beautiful, enormous, half-naked men were watching her with an attention that made her skin feel warm.

“Three wishes,” she said.

“Three,” said Zahir. “Ask slowly. We are bound to give exactly what is spoken, and words are slippery things.”

“And after the third, you go back in.”

“Yes.”

“Every time?”

“Every time.” It was Idris who answered, and the laughter had gone out of him. “Eight hundred years of every time.”

She thought about that. She thought about the merchant from Tyre and the tax collector, and about what people asked for when someone handed them three wishes. Gold. Revenge. Power. A palace with terrible upkeep. She thought about her own life, which was small and orderly and safe and lonely, and about how long it had been since she had asked anyone for anything she wanted just for herself.

“I’d like to think about it,” she said.

Both djinn blinked at her.

“No one,” said Zahir, “has ever said that.”

“Then I’ll be the first.” She pulled off her apron and folded it, because her hands needed something to do. “I’m not going to wish for money. I have enough. I’m not going to wish for anyone to be hurt. I’d like to understand what I’m doing before I do it. Is that allowed?”

Idris was looking at her with an expression she could not quite read. Then he grinned again, slow and warm.

“Lady,” he said, “it is more than allowed. Come and see where we live while you think. Zahir, show her the door.”

Zahir held out his right hand, palm up, the gold cuff gleaming on his wrist even in the dark shop. “Hold on to me,” he said. “It will feel like falling. You will not fall.”

She looked at his hand for a long moment. It was huge, broad across the palm, with thick fingers and calluses she would not have expected on a creature of smoke. She put her hand in it. Idris stepped close on her other side and laid his palm flat against the small of her back, warm through her sweater, and said, “Breathe out.”

She breathed out, and the shop folded up around her like paper.

It did feel like falling. It felt like the moment at the top of a staircase when you miss a step in the dark, stretched out and out, and then there was cool stone under her feet and warm air on her face and the smell of cedar and jasmine and night. She opened her eyes.

She was
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