
[image: image]




[image: image]







Dedication

For Maya and Gavin







Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication



Prologue

Part I: 1900–1908

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Part II: 1911–1914

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Part III: 1915

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Epilogue



Acknowledgments

About the Author

Also by Helene Wecker

Copyright

About the Publisher







Prologue

Of all the myriad races of thinking creatures in the world, the two that most delight in telling stories are the flesh-and-blood humans and the long-lived, fiery jinn.

The stories of both humans and jinn are known for their changeability. A tale told by either race will alter as it spreads, the versions multiplying into a family of stories, one that squabbles and contradicts itself like any other family. A story will seem to pass out of telling, then suddenly resurrect itself, its old bones fitted with modern garments. And there are even tales that spread from one race to the other—though the versions are often so different that they hardly seem like the same story at all.

Consider, for instance, the story of the fisherman and the jinni. The humans tell it many ways, one of which is this:

Once, long ago, a poor fisherman stood at the edge of a lake, casting his net. His first two casts brought him nothing, but on the third he pulled from the water an old copper flask. Rejoicing, for the copper was worth a few coins, he pried the iron stopper from the flask—and out exploded a gigantic and rageful jinni. The jinni explained to the man that King Sulayman himself had caged him in the flask and then tossed it into the lake, knowing that even if the jinni should manage somehow to escape, the water would extinguish him at once. For hundreds of years the jinni had brooded upon his misfortune, until his hatred of humanity had grown so large that he’d vowed to destroy whoever released him.

The fisherman pleaded for his life, but the jinni refused to spare him. At last the fisherman begged the jinni to answer a single question first. Reluctantly, the jinni agreed. How, the fisherman asked, did you fit into that tiny flask? You stand before me an enormous specimen, and even your smallest toe would be enough to fill it. I simply won’t believe your story until I’m convinced you were inside the flask all along.

Furious at this doubting of his word, the jinni promptly dissolved into his insubstantial form and crowded himself back into the flask, saying, Now do you see, human?—whereupon the fisherman replaced the stopper, trapping the jinni once more. Realizing his mistake, the jinni begged the fisherman from inside the flask, promising endless jewels and riches if the man would only release him. But the fisherman, who knew better than to trust him, threw the flask and its inhabitant back into the lake, where it lies undiscovered to this day.

When told among the jinn, however, the tale sounds more like this:

Long ago there was a cunning human wizard, a many-times descendant of Sulayman the Enslaver, who learned of a lake where a powerful jinni lay trapped inside a copper flask. Rejoicing, for the wizard wished to bind a jinni as his servant, he disguised himself as a poor fisherman, cast a net into the lake, and drew the flask from the waters. He pulled out the stopper, and the gigantic jinni emerged before him.

Exhausted from his long years inside the flask, the jinni said, Human, you have released me, and I shall spare your life in gratitude.

At once the wizard cast off his fisherman’s rags. You shall serve me for all your days! he shouted, and began to cast the binding spell.

The jinni knew that if he flew away, the spell would only follow. So, quick as a flash, he shrank himself back into the flask, pulled the stopper in after himself, and used the flame of his body to heat the copper until it scalded the wizard—who unthinkingly hurled it away from himself, into the middle of the lake.

Nursing his burnt hand and his wounded pride, the wizard declared, Clearly this jinni would have been nothing but trouble. I shall find a better servant elsewhere. And he stalked off, leaving the flask beneath the waters—and inside it the clever jinni, who’d decided that even a cramped and solitary prison was better than a life as a slave.

There is another story shared by humans and jinn, one that also concerns iron and magic, vows and bindings. It is known by only a very few of both races, and guarded among them as a secret. Even if you were to find them, and earn their trust, it’s still unlikely that you’d ever hear the tale—which is told as follows:







Part I

1900–1908







1.

MANHATTAN, FEBRUARY 1900

A man and a boy exited the Third Avenue Elevated and walked westward along 67th Street, into the wind.

It was a frigid, blustery morning, and the weather had driven most of the city indoors. Those few who remained on the sidewalks stared at the man and boy as they passed, for they were an unusual sight in this Upper East Side neighborhood, with their long dark coats and broad-brimmed hats, their side-curls bobbing above their scarves. At Lexington, the man paced back and forth, squinting at the buildings, until at last the boy found what they were looking for: a narrow door labeled Benevolent Hebrew Aid Society. Behind the door was a flight of stairs, at the top of which was another door, the twin of the first. The man hesitated, then straightened his back and knocked.

Footsteps—and the door swung open, revealing a thin-haired man in rimless spectacles and a trim American suit.

If circumstances had been otherwise, the visitor might have introduced himself as Rabbi Lev Altschul of the Forsyth Street Synagogue, and the boy at his side as the son of a congregant, employed for the afternoon as a translator. The man in the suit, whose name was Fleischman, might’ve thanked the rabbi for coming so far, in such dismal weather. Then the two might have discussed the task that had brought them together: the disbursement of the private library of one Rabbi Avram Meyer, recently deceased. Mr. Fleischman would’ve explained that the late Rabbi Meyer’s nephew had chosen the Benevolent Hebrew Aid Society because they specialized in book donations—but that once the Rabbi’s collection had arrived, and crate after crate of Talmudic esoterica was unloaded into their office, it had become clear that, in this case, they would need to summon a specialist.

In response, Rabbi Altschul might’ve outlined, with something approaching modesty, his own qualifications: that he was known among his peers for his Talmudic scholarship, and had spent his entire life, first in Lithuania and then New York, surrounded by books such as these. He would’ve reassured Mr. Fleischman that the Benevolent Hebrew Aid Society had made the right choice, and that under his stewardship, Rabbi Meyer’s books would all find new and appropriate homes.

But none of this came to pass. Instead the two men faced each other balefully over the threshold, each staring in clear distaste at the top of the other’s head: the one garbed in Orthodox hat and side-curls, and the other, in the Reform manner, as bare as a Gentile’s.

Then, without a word, Fleischman stepped to one side, and Altschul saw the enormous library table beyond, its scarred wooden top buried beneath stacks and rows and pyramids of books.

Rabbi Altschul’s sigh was that of a bridegroom catching a glimpse of his beloved.

At last Fleischman broke the silence and delivered his instructions. The rabbi, he said, must sort the books into groups, based on whichever criteria he felt appropriate. Each group would then be sent to the synagogue of Altschul’s choice. The boy translated these instructions in a nervous, whispering Yiddish; the rabbi grunted and, without a word, went to the table and began his examinations.

Thus dismissed, Fleischman retreated to a nearby desk, picked up a newspaper, and pretended to read it while surreptitiously watching his guest. The boy, too, watched the rabbi—for Lev Altschul was a commanding figure, and a man of some mystery, even to his own congregation. He was a widower, his young wife Malke having died from a fever after childbirth—and yet the loss seemed to have changed him little. All had expected him to remarry, if only to provide a mother for the baby, a daughter he’d named Kreindel; but the year of mourning had long since come and gone, and still he showed no interest in finding a bride.

The truth was that Lev Altschul was a man with little patience for worldly considerations. He’d married Malke in order to fulfill the command to be fruitful and multiply, and because she, too, had come from a respected rabbinical family, which he’d thought would dispose her to the role of a rabbi’s wife. But the unfortunate Malke had been completely unsuited to the task. A mouse of a woman, she’d cringed at her husband’s every utterance, and had lived in even greater terror of his congregants—especially the women, whom she’d suspected, quite rightly, of mocking her behind her back. Altschul had hoped that motherhood might strengthen his bride, but the pregnancy had turned her even paler and more querulous than before; and at the end, she’d seemed to embrace the killing fever with a certain gloomy relief. The entire experience had been so off-putting that, having fulfilled the commandment once, Altschul had no intention of doing so again. To solve the problem of a mother for little Kreindel, he now paid an assortment of young mothers in their tenement to look after her—one of whom had just arrived for the squirming girl when he received the request from the Benevolent Hebrew Aid Society that morning, asking for his help.

He’d nearly rejected the letter out of hand. In Lev Altschul’s mind, the Reform movement and their uptown charities were an enemy second only to the Russian Tsar. He held a special contempt for their settlement workers: young German Jewesses who knocked on tenement doors, offering the ladies who answered free milk and eggs if they agreed to endure a lecture on modern hygiene and nutrition. You’re in America now, their refrain went. You must learn to cook properly. Lev had instructed Malke that no settlement woman was ever to set foot in their apartment, that he’d rather starve than accept the worm that dangled from their hook. And now that Malke was dead, he was even warier than before: for all knew that the settlement women were also agents of the Asylum for Orphaned Hebrews, the gigantic Reform orphanage uptown that stole poor Orthodox children into its bowels and made them forget their families, their Yiddish, and their traditions. In short, he was as likely to venture inside a serpent’s pit as spend an afternoon at the Benevolent Hebrew Aid Society—but in the end, the lure of an abandoned Talmudic library had worked its magic, and the rabbi had reluctantly agreed.

Now, as Altschul walked up and down the book-lined table, the character of the late Rabbi Meyer began to take shape in his mind. The books themselves were well thumbed and well cared for, the library of a true scholar. The titles, however, told him that Meyer’s theology had been far more mystical than his own, even edging toward anathema. In fact, if the two had ever encountered each other in life, Altschul might’ve had harsh words for him. But standing in this cold and alien office, with the dead man’s precious library laid out like the grubby contents of a bookmonger’s cart, Altschul felt only a deep and sympathetic grief. In this room, he and Meyer were brothers. He’d overlook their differences, and disburse the man’s legacy as best he could.

He began to sort the books into piles, while the boy waited nearby in nervous boredom, and Fleischman turned each page of his newspaper with a rattle and a snap. Altschul wished the man would stop making so much noise; it seemed a deliberate insult—

He paused, his hand upon a book that was considerably older and more worn than its neighbors. Only shreds of leather were left clinging to the boards; the spine, too, had flaked away, revealing narrow bundles of pages bound with fraying catgut. Carefully Altschul opened it—and his frown deepened as he turned the pages, skimming formulae, diagrams, pages of close-written Hebrew. He could barely read most of it, but the fragments he understood told of theories and experiments and the sorts of abilities that, should the tales be believed, were forbidden to all but the holiest sages. What, in the name of God, had Meyer been doing with a book like this?

He closed the cover, his hands trembling with unease—and now he saw that the next book in the stack was just as worn and ancient-seeming as the first. And so was the next book, and the next. Five in all he found, five books of secret knowledge that most scholars thought had vanished into legend. These were sacred objects. He should’ve prayed and fasted before even touching them. And now here they were, in America—in a Reform charity office, of all places!

Heart pounding, he carefully moved the books to one side, away from their neighbors. Then, as though nothing had happened, he went on to the next, blessedly ordinary volume. He imagined he could feel his hands tingling, as though the forbidden writings had leached through the tattered covers and into his skin.

It had grown dark by the time all the books were sorted. At last Altschul summoned the boy and then traveled down the table, the boy translating his instructions while Fleischman grimly wrote them down. These books—Altschul outlined with his hands one large group of stacks—were to be given to Rabbi Teitelbaum at Congregation Kol Yisroel, at Hester Street. These books—another swath of small towers—must go to Mariampol Synagogue, on East Broadway.

“And these,” the boy said as Altschul gestured to the final, solitary stack of decrepit-looking volumes, “must be sent to Rabbi Chaim Grodzinski, the Rav of Vilna.”

Fleischman’s pen hovered above the paper. “I’m sorry, who?”

“Rabbi Chaim Grodz—”

“Yes, yes, but Vilna? In Lithuania?”

Man and boy explained to Fleischman that the Rav was the chief rabbi of Vilna, and a holy and important personage. In return, Fleischman informed them that the man could be Elijah the Tishbite for all he cared—Lithuania, for heaven’s sake! Did they think he had a pet Rothschild to pay for the shipping? No, the books would have to join their brethren in one of the other stacks, or else Altschul must deal with them himself.

The rabbi stared at him in silent anger, and then back at the tattered relics. Without another word he snatched up the books and stalked out the door and down to the street, the boy following behind.

That night, when the boy’s mother asked her son what had sent their rabbi uptown, he described for her the charity office, and the countless books, and the man who’d turned his newspaper pages with a rattle and a snap. But he made no mention of the books that Rabbi Altschul had carried home on the Elevated. He didn’t want to remember how the rabbi’s eyes had gleamed with a terrible fascination as he’d gazed at them, how he’d neglected to stand for their stop until the boy tapped him on the shoulder. The boy had never liked Rabbi Altschul, not quite—but until that day, he’d never been afraid of him.

Rabbi Altschul did not send the books to the Vilna Rav.

Instead, he wrapped them in a prayer-shawl, placed the bundle inside an old wooden suitcase, and pushed the suitcase beneath his bed, far out of reach. Then he resumed the usual course of his life: synagogue, prayer, and study. Months passed, and not once did Rabbi Altschul touch the books, even though they tempted him greatly. Neither did he make inquiries into the circumstances of Rabbi Meyer’s death—although he couldn’t help wondering if the books had played some role in it. He imagined how it might’ve happened: the excited discovery, the heedless blundering through their pages, an attempt at some spell thoroughly beyond Meyer’s abilities—and then, the inevitable consequence.

His intuition was correct, to a point. The books had indeed hastened Rabbi Meyer’s death, slowly draining his strength as he studied them—not out of a naive, hubristic desire for their knowledge, but in an attempt to control a dangerous creature, one that Rabbi Meyer had discovered and sheltered and grown to care for. The creature was a golem, a living being sculpted from clay and animated by holy magic. This particular golem had been made in the form of a human woman—one who was somewhat tall and awkward, but otherwise entirely ordinary to all appearances. The golem’s name was Chava Levy. She worked at Radzin’s Bakery at the corner of Allen and Delancey, not seven blocks from Altschul’s own synagogue. To her colleagues, she was indefatigable Chava, who could braid an entire tray of challahs in under two minutes, and who sometimes seemed to reach for whatever a customer wanted before they’d even asked. To her landlady at her Eldridge Street boardinghouse, she was a quiet, steady tenant, and an expert seamstress who spent her nights performing repairs and alterations for pennies apiece. She was so quick with these tasks that her admiring clients sometimes asked, Chava, when do you find time to sleep? The truth, of course, was that she never needed to.

SYRIAN DESERT, SEPTEMBER 1900

In the desert east of the human city of ash-Sham—also called Damascus—a pair of jinn chased each other across the landscape.

They were young for their kind, mere dozens of years old. For millennia, their clan had dwelt in the shelter of a nearby valley, far from the human empires that grew and shrank and conquered one another in turn. As they flew—each of them attempting to steal the wind that the other rode, a common game among the young—one of them spied something puzzling: a man, a human man, walking toward them from the west. He was tall, and thin, and wore no head-covering. In one hand he carried a travel-stained valise.

The young jinn laughed in astonishment. Humans rarely traveled alone in this stretch of the desert, and never on foot. What insanity had driven this one so far astray? Then their laughter ran dry, for he’d drawn close enough for them to see that he was no human at all, but one of their own kind. He came closer still—and a sudden, instinctual terror seized them both.

—Iron! He brings iron!

And indeed there it was, a close-fitting cuff of beaten iron, glinting from his wrist. But—how was such a thing possible? Did he feel no fear at its presence, no searing pain at its touch? What was he?

Bewildered, the youngsters fled back to their habitation in the valley, to tell the elders what they’d seen.

The man who wasn’t a man approached the valley.

The youngsters had seen the truth: he was indeed a jinni, a creature of living flame. Once, like them, he’d been free to take the shape of any animal, or fly invisible through the air, or even enter dreaming minds—but he’d lost these abilities long ago. The iron cuff at his wrist was the work of a powerful wizard who’d captured him, bound him to human form, and sealed him inside a copper flask for safekeeping. He’d languished in that flask for over a thousand years—which he’d felt only as a single, timeless moment—until, in a city on the other side of the world, an unsuspecting tinsmith had broken the seal and released him. He could no longer speak the jinn language, for it was a thing of flames and wind, unpronounceable by human tongues. Inside his valise was the copper flask that had been his prison, now home to the very wizard who’d bound him—a victory that had come at great cost. And now he’d returned to the very habitation that once had been his own, to hide the flask away from the human world.

He reached the edge of the valley and paused, waiting. Soon he spied them: a phalanx of jinn, coming to investigate. The jinn youngsters returned as well, but they were not so bold as their elders. They took the form of lizards, and hid in the scrub near the stranger’s feet, small enough to go unnoticed.

—What are you? the elders asked.

And the stranger told them his story.

Word of the stranger spread.

Before long, hundreds of jinn had gathered upon the ridges to peer down into the valley where he knelt, digging a hole in the desert floor with his bare hands. The two youngsters, meanwhile, flew among their fellows, eagerly spreading the tale they’d heard at his feet.

—He is one of us, born from this very habitation, bound by a wizard over a thousand years ago . . .

—The iron is enchanted, it chains him to human form . . .

For hours the stranger worked in the growing heat. At last he opened the valise and removed the flask, its copper belly glowing in the afternoon sun.

—There, you see? That was his prison! And now the wizard himself is caught inside!

The flask disappeared into the hole, along with a tattered sheaf of papers.—The wizard’s spells, the youngsters said; it was a guess, but an accurate one. Then the stranger replaced the dirt and sand, built a cairn of rocks over the spot to mark it, and stood, wiping his hands.

The elders, too, had been watching. They descended and spoke, their voices echoing to the ridge-tops.—But how will you live, they said, bound and chained as you are? What will you do, where will you go?

“I’ll go home,” the iron-bound jinni replied. And without another word he walked out of the valley, and vanished into the desert.

The tale of the iron-bound jinni spread from jinn-child to jinn-child.

All agreed on the main elements: the stranger, the iron, the flask and its burial. But from there, the story fractured and diverged. Some said that he was spotted near the invisible remains of an ancient glass palace, its walls and spires worn to tatters. Others spoke of watching a jinni in human form cross into the Ghouta, the dangerous oasis along the eastern edge of Damascus, where the marsh-creatures liked to snare passing jinn and drag them into the waters, which soon extinguished them.

—But why would he go there? the listeners asked.

—Perhaps to end his unhappy life, some guessed.

But others remembered his words: I’ll go home. And their thoughts turned to the land beyond the Ghouta, the world of men and iron. Was that what he’d meant? Did he dwell among them now? It seemed impossible. To live as a human, constantly trudging upon the ground; to shelter in their buildings from the killing rain, and speak to them in their languages—how long could one bear it? How long before the waters of the Ghouta began to seem like a welcome relief?

Thus they speculated, and argued, and told the tale over and over amongst themselves. And through their workings, the tale soon gained enough weight and shape to break free of the valley and travel, like its own strange protagonist, into places where it wasn’t expected.

* * *

In truth, the iron-bound jinni made it easily through the Ghouta, for the marsh-creatures there were just as frightened of him as their desert cousins had been. He had no inkling at all of the story he’d set into motion, the legend now growing behind him. He only knew that he had a ship to catch.

In Damascus he caught the train over the mountains to the docks at Beirut, where he placed an overseas cable at the telegram office and then joined the line for his packet ship. The line advanced slowly. He tried to remain patient. A year now since he’d been freed from the flask, and patience was still a daily struggle. He suspected it always would be. He closed his eyes, felt the ticket in his pocket, listened to the calls of the seagulls and the waves lapping at the harbor walls. It was a humid day, and his skin tingled where the air touched it. He kept his mind on the voyage ahead: first to Marseilles, where he would change to the steamship Gallia, and then the Atlantic crossing to New York. It would be long and trying and uncomfortable, but then it would be over. He refrained from remembering the feel of the desert, the sight of his kin on the breeze, the sound of the windswept language he could no longer speak. He’d wanted to stay longer, to beg the elders to keep talking to him for hours, days, about anything at all. But what good would it have done? Far better to finish his errand and leave quickly. To return to New York and fulfill the promise he’d made.

At last he reached the front of the line and handed the uniformed agent his ticket.

“Name?” said the agent.

“Ahmad al-Hadid.” Not his true name, of course, but his nonetheless. He’d chosen it himself: hadid meaning “iron,” and Ahmad simply because he liked how it sounded.

The agent waved him through, and he started up the gangplank—just as a boy from the telegram office ran up to him, bowed quickly, and handed him a folded cable.

The Jinni read it, and smiled.

* * *

A tall woman in a dark cloak walked a tree-lined path in a Brooklyn cemetery, a small stone nestled in the palm of her hand.

It was October now, a crisp and beautiful day. The trees had long since turned, and their burnished leaves lay so thick upon the ground that they obscured the path. The woman turned at the correct spot regardless, walking between the rows of headstones to a grave whose sod had barely taken root. Michael Levy, Beloved Husband and Nephew. Rabbi Avram Meyer, his uncle, lay only a row away.

Beloved Husband: it was a well-meaning fiction. Not the marriage itself; she had every right to call herself Chava Levy, though she’d been married and widowed in the space of a season. But love? She’d kept her nature a secret, had built their union upon her husband’s ignorance, and it had been a failure from the start. And then, at last, he’d learned the truth—not from her own lips, but through the workings of Yehudah Schaalman, a villainous man. It was Schaalman himself who’d created her, a clay bride for a businessman named Otto Rotfeld who’d wanted a new life in America and a wife to go with it. But Rotfeld had died halfway across the Atlantic, leaving her confused and adrift, utterly ignorant of humanity—knowing only that she must keep her nature hidden at all costs. Then Schaalman, too, had come to New York, and learned his own hidden truth: that he was the deathless reincarnation of a desert wizard who, a thousand years ago, had captured a powerful jinni, bound him with iron, and sealed him away in a flask. In the end, Schaalman had been defeated—but not before he’d murdered Michael, a tragedy that she couldn’t help feeling was on her own account.

She crouched down, plucked the stray leaves from the headstone. “Hello, Michael,” she murmured. She’d spent the streetcar ride to the cemetery considering her words, but now they felt self-conscious, inadequate. She went on anyway. “I’m so sorry I lied to you,” she said. “Your uncle told me once that I’d have to lie for the rest of my life, and that I’d find it hard to bear. He was right, of course. He usually was.” She smiled sadly, then sobered. “I’m not asking for your permission, or your blessing. I just want you to understand. If you’d survived, I would’ve been a true and faithful wife, without any lies between us. But I don’t think it would’ve lasted.”

Was she only telling herself what she wanted to hear? Would he have been willing, even happy, to stay with her? She would never bear children, never age, never change. She gazed down at the stone she’d brought, cupped inside a hand formed from the clay of a Prussian riverbank. If she wanted to, she could close her fist and squeeze until rock dust sifted from her fingers. No, Michael wouldn’t have wanted her for a wife. Not once he knew.

She couldn’t stay long. She had an appointment at a Manhattan pier, a promise to keep. She placed the stone atop the smooth-carved granite: a token of her visit, like she’d seen on other Jewish graves, more sober and lasting than flowers.

“I hope you’re at peace,” the Golem told him.

* * *

The Gallia approached the Hudson docklands.

The pier was crowded with men in autumn hats and overcoats, and here and there a few women, cloaked like herself. They were waiting for fathers and mothers, wives and children, distant cousins, business partners; for those whose faces they knew by heart, and those they knew not at all. The crowd stirred around her, filling her mind with their fears and desires:

Is that Mother at the rail?—

Please, God, don’t let him find out what happened while he was gone—

If he didn’t make that sale, then we’re sunk—

It was a strange and dubious gift of Rotfeld’s passing, this power of hers. Without the wishes and commands of a true master to follow, her seeking mind instead found those of everyone else. At first the compulsion to obey them had been overwhelming; but time, and training, had weakened their pull. They still harried her on occasion—when she was anxious or upset, or simply at the limits of her mind’s endurance. But for the most part they were only whispers, dimly overheard.

And threading through those overheard fears and desires, neither louder nor softer: a simple sound, an elongated note, the frozen scream of Yehudah Schaalman, who lay trapped in a flask on the other side of the earth. He’d be with her always now. A small price to pay when she’d come so close to losing everything.

At last the gangplank lowered, and the passengers began to emerge—and there he was. Tall and handsome, hatless as always, his battered valise still streaked with desert dust. His features glowed as though lit from within: the proof of his true nature, visible only to those, like herself, with the power to see it. From one wrist glinted the iron cuff that trapped him; it also veiled his mind, making him the only person in the crowd—perhaps the world—whose thoughts she couldn’t sense.

He must’ve spied her from the deck, for he angled toward her unerringly. They stood together as the crowd rushed around them and the air filled with greetings in a dozen languages, a Babel of reunion. They smiled at each other.

“Well,” the Jinni said, “shall we go for a walk?”

They went to Central Park, he still carrying the valise.

They kept to the main paths and spoke little, though there was much they might have said. She considered asking about his visit to the desert and the jinn—his own people, of whom he spoke so rarely. What had it felt like, to be in their presence again? She imagined pain, joy, regret—how could it be otherwise? But perhaps he didn’t want to talk about it yet. She had no wish to cause him pain, to start an argument, when he’d only just returned. There’d be time for all of that later. For now, she merely wanted to be with him again.

He, too, had questions he might’ve asked. How had she fared these last weeks? He couldn’t help thinking of Michael, the husband he’d never met. She mourned him, surely, but he saw no outward sign of it. Perhaps he was meant to ask—but he knew next to nothing about the man, let alone the specifics of their brief marriage, and felt a half-guilty reluctance to learn. Far easier to leave it alone, for now, and simply be glad of her company.

The shadows lengthened; the crowds dwindled. She drew closer to him now as they walked the Mall—and belatedly he remembered that she’d been forced to stay indoors each night that he was gone, a hostage to the societal rule that no woman of good morals went out alone after dark. He smiled now, watching her gaze up at the elms, strangely proud to be the one whose presence meant she could walk the lamp-lit cobbles, and enjoy the cool and misted air. And she smiled, too, to feel the Park’s life-force all around her, the earthly strength so like her own.

They left the Park through the Columbus Circle gates, walked south along Broadway’s thoroughfare. Each passing sight—Madison Square with its tidy paths, the Washington Square Arch awash in electric light—was a landmark of their relationship, the spot of some discussion or confrontation. They’d discovered each other in these places, over those nights. Now, in silence, they listened to the echoes of their past arguments—but fondly, without rancor, their eidetic memories in perfect agreement.

They reached the Lower East Side, and her boardinghouse. She looked up at her own dark window, then at his glowing face.

“Until tomorrow?” he asked.

“Tomorrow,” she agreed, and they parted.

Alone, he walked west. He crossed the Bowery—a brief burst of noise and light—and continued through the Cast Iron District with its facades of painted metal. At Washington Street he turned south again, passing shuttered markets, tobacconists’ shops. To his right was West Street and the river; he heard shouted orders, the thumps of barrels, laughter rising from a cellar shebeen. To his left, the blocks narrowed and grew angular, the streets pulling together as the island thinned, drawing him along to Little Syria, the neighborhood at its tip. Here the street was dark and quiet, save for a solitary light that glowed from a half-subterranean shop window. Arbeely & Ahmad, All Metals, read the sign above the steps. Through the window he could see a man at a wooden workbench, his head cradled upon his arms, his back rising and falling in sleep.

The Jinni opened the door carefully, reaching up to still the bell—but Arbeely woke anyway. The man sat up, rubbed his eyes briefly, and then smiled. “You’re back,” he said.

“I am,” said the Jinni, and set down his empty valise at last.







2.

East of Central Park, inside a Fifth Avenue mansion that reigned among that street’s many splendors, a young woman named Sophia Winston was readying for a journey of her own.

Were it an ordinary voyage, the servants would have been in an uproar of last-minute preparations. Instead, they crept past the half-open door to her bedroom as she bustled about filling her trunks herself, her back to the fireplace that she kept at such a blaze that one could feel it down the hall. The girl’s mother had informed the household in no uncertain terms that they were to provide no assistance, nor were they to speak of the matter. They weren’t even told where Sophia was going. Driven to desperate measures, the maids had picked through the girl’s wastebasket and uncovered a crumpled list. Split skirt for riding, short-heeled boots, three sets of long woolens. Canvas duck, waxed twine. Aspirin tablets in water-proof tins. Six dozen hairpins of good quality steel. It all seemed to point toward a Subcontinental expedition, not a young woman’s holiday, but their snooping yielded nothing more. And so they did their best to pretend that the girl was not, in fact, preparing for a secret voyage of some kind, when—if all had gone according to plan—she ought to have been embarking on her honeymoon.

In a private study elsewhere in the mansion, Sophia’s mother, Julia Hamilton Winston, sat at her small, elegant desk and surveyed the middle-aged couple across from her. They were man and wife, or so they said, with matching sturdy builds and coarse, sun-lined features. In all, a drab and unremarkable pair—which pricked at Julia’s sensibilities, but in this case, she had to admit, was entirely the point.

“Your task will come in two parts,” she informed them. “First, as Miss Winston’s staff. You will be the entirety of her household, as well as her chaperones and companions.”

The pair nodded along, as though it were entirely unsurprising that a young woman of twenty should go abroad without a single friend or relation, only two strangers for servants.

“She has arranged her itinerary, and I have approved it,” Julia said. “You will be overseas for roughly six months.” She slid a piece of paper across the desk. They took it and read it over together.

“Never been to India,” the woman said.

“But you do have experience traveling abroad?” said Julia.

“Yes, ma’am,” the man said. “Mexico, mainly.”

Julia frowned at this—she could only imagine what two such as they had been doing in that country—but went on. “My daughter was recently ill,” she said. “She has fully recovered except for a lingering anemia. Her hands tremble occasionally, and she is often cold. She may need help to dress herself—but do not coddle her, especially in public.”

They nodded again, placid, unquestioning.

“As to the second part of your duties.” She shifted, uncomfortable. “Last year, my daughter, through no fault save her own innocence, fell under the sway of a dangerous foreigner, a man I believe to be the ringleader of an international gang. He invaded our house one morning this spring, along with a handful of his associates. Thankfully they were persuaded to leave—but he may still have designs upon her.”

“Can you describe him?” the man asked.

“Tall, olive-skinned, perhaps thirty years old,” Mrs. Winston said. “She called him Ahmad, though I have no idea if that was his real name. You will protect her from this man, and from others like him. You’ll report to me regularly, describing her health in general and her comportment in public, especially around members of the opposite sex. And so far as is feasible, you will never let her out of your sight.” She paused. “I hope I needn’t explain that Sophia will only be told the first half of your duties.”

“Of course, ma’am,” the woman said smoothly. “No explanation necessary.”

The interview ended; the man and woman were shown out.

Alone, Julia rubbed her eyes. She could only imagine what the pair had made of her carefully crafted story. She’d left out Sophia’s failed engagement entirely; it had little bearing on the matter, and there was only so much humiliation she could endure in the face of strangers. Nor had she mentioned the feats of mesmerism that this Ahmad had performed—for she had no desire at all to report that her own husband, one of the most powerful men in America, had sworn to her that he’d watched the man burn alive in their fireplace and then emerge without a scratch.

And then there was the matter of Sophia’s “illness.” Julia had been there when it began, on a trip to Europe; for weeks afterward she hadn’t been able to close her eyes without picturing her daughter unconscious on a parquet floor, her skirts soaked through with blood. The doctors had dismissed it as a variant of the usual female affliction, distressing yet benign. And then, when the girl’s shaking and chill had refused to improve, they’d suggested to Julia that the girl’s troubles rested not in her body, but her mind.

At the time, Julia had rejected this suggestion out of hand. But after the foreigners had burst into their home—and Sophia, taking full advantage of the scandal, had broken her engagement with the relief of a woman spared the guillotine—Julia had begun, for the first time, to wonder if they were right. There was no sensible reason for Sophia to act so outrageously against her own interests and willfully destroy every advantage she’d been given; it seemed a sort of self-violence, like a murderous coachman who drives his passengers off a cliff knowing that he, too, must perish. What else would one call it but a kind of madness?

A knock at the door startled her from her thoughts. It was a maid, her face apologetic. “A message from Mr. Winston, ma’am. He’s been unavoidably delayed, and will miss supper.”

Julia dismissed the maid with a sigh. Ever since Sophia had settled on her plan, her husband had found countless excuses to stay away. A fine thing, when the blame could be laid squarely at his feet! Would Sophia have even contemplated such a thing had Francis not allowed her to linger in his library for hours at a time, reading travel memoirs and archaeological journals? He might as well have opened their door to the gang himself!

Alone in his office above Wall Street, Francis Winston stared out the window at the evening traffic, the day’s business ignored upon his desk.

His message to Julia had been a lie, and he despised himself for writing it—not out of any particular distaste for lying to his wife, but for playing the part of a weaker man, one who must bend his own schedule to fit another’s. But neither could he stomach returning to the mansion where his once-vibrant daughter now sat trembling before the fire, and his wife accused him for it with every word and glance.

Worse, he suspected that Julia was right. Francis Jeremiah Winston was the descendant of fur traders and timber barons, men who’d measured their wealth in acreage and rainfall and sunlight, in rivers forded and traps set. Over the succeeding generations, these rough spoils had been transmuted to more civilized substances: real estate holdings and railroad shares, shipping lines, munitions factories. Francis couldn’t regret the domestication that had placed the Winston name alongside the likes of Astor and Vanderbilt—and yet a certain vitality, he felt, had been lost along the way. And so when young Sophia had showed an interest in travel and archaeology, and had asked to hear the stories of his bachelor years spent hunting game and climbing ruins, Francis had been secretly pleased. The doctors all had doubted that Julia could carry to term again, and so it seemed fitting that the only child of his line would continue the family’s prospecting spirit. By the time that little George came along—less a miracle, in Francis’s view, than proof of Julia’s determination to have her way in all things—Sophia had, in a sense, become both son and daughter to him. Natural law, he’d reasoned, would turn her mind to marriage and family when the time came.

But then his world had been upended.

He hadn’t been in Paris himself to witness his daughter’s collapse. If he had, he would’ve recalled another episode from his bachelor years: a drunken night at a California brothel, where he’d opened the wrong door and glimpsed a blood-slicked, delirious girl groaning over a chamber-pot while the madam held her upright, murmuring in Spanish. Instead the absent Francis had taken the polite fiction of womanly troubles at face value. And when wife and daughter returned, and he saw Sophia for himself, her pale face and shaking hands, still he accepted the falsehood—until the morning when a stranger had rolled naked from their blazing hearth to land at Sophia’s feet. She hadn’t gasped, hadn’t run. She’d bent over him, and taken his hand. She had spoken his name.

She was misled, Julia had insisted afterward, when he demanded that she accept the clear and obvious truth. She was taken in. But Francis had seen, as his wife had not, the look in their daughter’s eyes when he’d moved to intervene. It was not that of an innocent beguiled—it was plain defiance, the unmasking of a mutineer.

And so, when Sophia announced her wish to break the engagement and leave the country, he’d consented at once. Yes, let her go, let her disappear abroad, so that he might forget what she’d been to him. Only then could he begin to reconcile himself to what she’d become, and to his own neglectful role in her transformation.

With her back to her ever-roaring fireplace, Sophia Winston stood in her bedroom and surveyed her luggage, her notes and lists. Servants passed by in the hall, whispering; she ignored them, focused instead on the stacks of books that vied for precious space in her trunks. The Journal of Biblical Archaeology. Turkey Ancient and Modern. Folk-Lore of the Palestine Peasants. A Beginner’s Arabic Grammar. Narrative of an Expedition to the River Jordan. Syrian Traditions and Superstitions. She’d tried to winnow their numbers, but found it impossible to choose—and so into the trunks they all went. Not for the first time, she reflected that her mother had done her quite the favor by denying her the servants’ help. Otherwise, someone might’ve noticed that none of her books had the first thing to do with India.

Sophia Winston had never deliberately set out to rebel. She had, in fact, resigned herself to the existence her mother had planned for her: the engagement she hadn’t wanted, the stultifying society life. And then, one autumn day, she’d met a man in Central Park, a stranger who called himself Ahmad. He’d come that night to her balcony, and she’d allowed something to happen—an indiscretion, a liberty. It ought to have ended there—except that the stranger was no ordinary man, but a being of living flame. And for a time, a pinprick of that flame had grown inside her until, in that room in Paris, her body had cast it out, leaving her to tremble in perpetual chill.

Sophia knew that her mother worried for her sanity; she could only imagine what would happen if she told her parents the truth. They would send for the specialists, and Sophia would then vanish into some well-appointed prison, erased neatly from the world. Better, far better, to erase herself instead, to vanish for her own purposes. She’d learned much from her father’s stories and the books he’d allowed her to read in spite of her mother’s misgivings. And now, under the guise of the young explorer and adventuress, she would travel to the desert where the man of flame had come from, and the lands that surrounded it—Syria and Turkey, Egypt, the Hijaz. There, she’d search in secret for a way to rid herself of what he’d done to her—and she wouldn’t come home again until she’d found it.

The Winstons saw their daughter off at the pier as though it were any other sailing.

The two new servants boarded the Campania first, to make her stateroom ready, while Sophia and her family stood by the gangplank, no one knowing quite what to say. At last the ship’s horn blew its warning. Neither parent reached for her, only watched as she knelt down and gave little George a last embrace.

“Good-bye,” she told them, and walked alone up the gangplank.

George had wanted to stay a while and watch the ship depart; but within a few minutes he began to fidget in the cold, and Julia led him away, unprotesting, to their carriage. Alone, Francis watched as the tugs pushed the Campania away from the pier and into the Hudson. He’d given his daughter no true farewell, no private words of advice or encouragement. He’d expected, in this moment, to regret his silence—but instead all that he felt was envy, as deep and sullen as a child’s.

Wrapped deeply in her woolen shawls, Sophia stood trembling at the Campania’s rail as the Hudson widened and became the bay, its shoreline a painter’s smudge of autumn set against a robin’s-egg sky. The city withdrew, narrowed to a point, and vanished.

I have escaped, Sophia thought. She wiped away her tears, and went below.

* * *

It didn’t take long for Sophia Winston’s new servants to suspect that their mistress was bound and determined to make their job as difficult as possible.

For one thing, the girl simply refused to leave the stateroom, not even for a brief promenade. They inquired, was she seasick? No, she replied, she merely wished to stay out of the breeze. They were certain she’d change her mind after a few days, if only out of boredom—but she seemed perfectly content to remain in the cabin, reading her trunk’s worth of books, underlining passages and making notes in the margins. And so they, too, were forced to stay below, and within her hearing.

Then there was the matter of her clothing. They’d expected her to need help in dressing, but Sophia had packed neither gowns nor walking-suits, only simple wool dresses that she might button herself, even when her hands shook. These she topped with her ever-present shawls, which swamped her slight frame. And rather than putting up her hair in a fashionable knot or pompadour, she plaited it herself into a single tight braid, which she then wrapped about her head and fastened with an abundance of hairpins. She wore it this way even when she slept, which to them seemed an uncomfortable prospect at best.

“She’s deliberately giving us nothing to do,” the footman muttered one night, once they were reasonably certain their charge was asleep. “Are we minding her, or is it the other way around?”

“I’m as lost as you are,” the maid replied. “The way her mother went on about strange men, I thought we’d have to tie her to a chair.”

“Maybe that Ahmad fellow’s waiting for her in India.”

“I suppose we’ll find out.”

The Campania arrived at Liverpool amid a miserable downpour. The train to Southampton was damp and drafty, and the coal stove in their carriage refused to stay lit, no matter how the footman fiddled with it. Sophia made no word of complaint, but her dismay was obvious, and her tremor grew with each passing mile. By the time they arrived at Southampton, she was deathly pale and could barely stand upright. They bundled her into an inn, and heaped her bed with blankets and hot-water bottles. Eventually her tremors lessened and her color improved, and she drifted into uneasy sleep.

“Well,” the maid murmured, unnerved, “we’re needed after all.”

The next day, they boarded the S.S. Hindostan, where Sophia took to her bed at once and slept until they were nearly at the Strait of Gibraltar. The Hindostan was a fast ship, and the waters of the Mediterranean were calm and obliging, and before long they’d sighted the quay at Constantinople, their first stop on the way to Calcutta. They disembarked, and settled into a suite at the Pera Palace Hotel—all carved and gilded opulence, with velvet draperies and hot running water—and were about to ring the front desk to inquire about supper when Miss Winston announced that she had an errand she must run first.

The couple exchanged a glance. The footman said, “If you need the concierge to fetch you something—”

“No, I’ll go myself, thank you. But you’re welcome to accompany me.”

Warily they trailed her to a nearby telegram office, where she wrote lengthy messages to half a dozen outposts throughout Asia Minor, many of them remote stations that the clerk had to peer for on his maps. She thanked the clerk in Turkish, and paid him in coins they hadn’t known she’d been carrying.

“And now,” Sophia said when they emerged from the office, “shall we take a tour?” And without waiting for an answer, she hailed a carriage and told the driver to take them across the river, to the Hagia Sophia.

“Like your own name, miss?” asked the maid, feeling more uneasy by the minute.

“Yes,” Sophia replied with a half smile. “Except Hagia Sophia means ‘holy wisdom,’ and I’m only named after an aunt.” She brightened. “Look—there it is.”

An ancient-looking basilica was rising into view, its massive central dome surrounded by smaller copies arranged in rough symmetry, with minarets at the distant corners. The carriage stopped, and Miss Winston paid the driver and descended with a new and noticeable eagerness. They walked the basilica’s perimeter, the maid and footman now struggling to keep up as Sophia pointed out the different domes and buttresses, listing the centuries in which they’d been added and whose rule the city had been under at the time. The basilica was a mosque now, she told them—but it once had been a Roman Catholic church, and before that a Greek Orthodox cathedral, a stronghold sacked by Crusaders and Ottomans alike. At the entrance they surrendered their shoes and went inside, treading carefully around the columns and prayer rugs, admiring the carvings and calligraphy. One of the columns bore a small depression near its base; this, Sophia informed them, was the famous Weeping Column. As legend held it, any supplicant who placed their hand in the depression and felt the tears of the Virgin Mary would be cured of all sickness. Sophia reached a hand toward it as she spoke—but then hesitated. They watched her war with herself for a moment. At last a finger was extended, and just as quickly withdrawn. “You see?” she said with a smile, and then turned away. They didn’t ask what she’d felt; nor did they try the trick themselves.

They left soon after and returned to the hotel, and had barely settled into the room again when the concierge arrived, bearing a stack of telegrams. Sophia opened them one by one, frowning, until she reached one that made her brighten and sit straighter in the chair. She tapped its edge on the writing-desk, thinking—and then said, “We must speak frankly.”

The maid had been in the process of turning down Sophia’s bed; the footman was polishing his boots. The two blinked up at her. “Yes, miss?” said the maid.

“I assume,” Sophia said, “that your loyalties lie with my mother, and not myself.”

A pause. “Not sure what you mean, miss,” the footman said.

“Forgive me, but—you’re Pinkerton detectives, aren’t you?”

The couple glanced at each other. The footman sighed and put down the boots; the maid straightened, her air of deference falling away. “Retired, miss,” she said, her voice newly crisp. “And we’re the Williamses, if you please. I’m Lucy, and that’s Patrick.”

Sophia smiled. “My mother agreed to all of this far too easily. May I ask what, specifically, she hired you to do?”

“We’re to make you comfortable,” Patrick said, “and keep you from harm.”

“Would that include intercepting my correspondence?”

“If we thought it necessary.”

“Have you?”

“Not yet, miss.”

“Then here.” And she offered them the telegram.

Together they read it, their brows furrowing. Patrick said, “Ephesus? Where’s that?”

“It’s south of here, near to the coast,” Sophia said. “The ancient Greeks built a temple there to Artemis, the goddess of the hunt. It was called one of the seven wonders of the world. The site’s under excavation, and I’ve been offered a tour.” She dug an atlas from her trunk, found the correct page, and pointed. “Here.”

They gazed down at the atlas, judging the town’s considerable distance from the Golden Horn, the dearth of other cities nearby. “I’m sure this wasn’t on the itinerary,” said Patrick.

“You must know by now that I never had any intention of going to India,” Sophia said.

The man nodded. “But what are your intentions, miss, if we’re all being honest with each other?”

She regarded them, and then said, “I’m sure my mother told you tales of my wanton disobedience. I won’t ask you to repeat them,” she added, as their expressions turned guarded, “nor will I call them lies. I dreaded the future she’d arranged for me, and in my unhappiness I turned to the wrong quarter for comfort. I’ve paid the price for that decision, and it won’t be repeated. My intention now is to explore the Middle East for as long as I can, and not return until . . . until I can do so on my own terms.”

They took this in, weighing it between them. “And there’s no chance of you changing your mind?” said Patrick.

“None. You’d have to force me back, I’m afraid.”

She was trembling, they saw—not with cold, but fear. “There won’t be any of that,” Lucy said gently. “But we can’t just give up and sail for home, either. We signed a contract. And besides, miss, you’ll need protection. Traveling alone, you’d be a mark for every bandit and kidnapper in the East.”

She thought. “Would you be willing to adjust your roles? Bodyguards, instead of spies?”

Patrick pursed his lips. “I’d wager your mother’d be against it.”

Sophia considered this, then nodded. “We’ll tell my father instead.”

In his library, Francis Winston read the cable three times over, then wiped a hand over his eyes and blew out a frustrated breath. Pinkertons, for God’s sake! Didn’t Julia have any sense at all? Of course Sophia would see straight through the pair! He folded the telegram away, and asked a footman to fetch his coat and stick. No, he wouldn’t be needing the carriage—he merely wanted to walk.

North he went, past neighboring mansions, and entered Central Park along the East Drive. The last stubborn leaves shivered and clung to the branches above him, while their fallen siblings hissed past along the cobbles. He brooded as he went, his midday meal souring in his stomach. He was habitually dyspeptic these days—the victim, according to his doctor, of an overrich diet. That which wealth provides may not be the most natural for the body, the man had said. Francis had laughed at that.

He was puffing slightly by the time he crossed the Transverse and arrived at the tall, sharp-edged incongruity of Cleopatra’s Needle, jutting upward among the trees. He chose a bench and sat, planting his stick between his feet. This was where he came when anger threatened to rule him, when he must sit with his temper and wrestle it into harness, yoke it alongside reason and will. He’d spent countless hours here, gazing up at the carvings and imagining the labor, the sweat and sinew, that had gone into the Needle’s making. He’d seethed with jealousy at Vanderbilt’s coup when the Needle had arrived in New York, had watched from his bedroom window, far above the crowds, as the obelisk rolled along its trestles on Fifth Avenue: a captured queen, a stone Zenobia paraded through the streets in golden chains. And now look at the wretched thing. Pitted and crumbling, its hieroglyphs fading from view as the seaboard climate destroyed what centuries in the desert had preserved. Powerful men had made it; powerful men had spelled its doom.

He was growing chilled; he felt old and maudlin and foolish. The indifferent Needle rose above him, an arrow set to pierce the heavens. A line from Homer came to him: I sing of Artemis whose shafts are of gold, the pure maiden, shooter of stags. At last he stood heavily and walked home again, where he confided to his valet that he’d need his private bedroom readied for the night—for once he’d spoken to Mrs. Winston, she’d be in no mood to admit him into hers.
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3.

The excited whisper went out among the children of Little Syria, flying from mouth to mouth among alley games of hopscotch and marbles:

Mister Ahmad is back! Mister Ahmad is back!

And so it was, for there was the particular sound of his hammer on the anvil, issuing from the shop window: clang-clang, clang-clang, a different rhythm than Mister Arbeely’s, slower and stronger, like the heartbeat of a giant.

The children all loved Mister Ahmad. He was a figure of some mystery among them, being a desert Bedouin—or so he’d told them—and not a Christian born and baptized, like their own fathers. The children liked to invent rumors about him, saying that he could perform feats of strange magic, and whistle birds down from the air, and survive for months without food and water. Whenever one of these rumors reached the man’s ears, he’d say nothing to either confirm or deny it—only raise an eyebrow and put a finger to his lips.

Little Syria’s adults took note of the man’s return as well. They wondered, had he come back with a bride? Or an aging mother, ready at last to sail to America? But neither bride nor mother appeared. Nor did he throw open the shop door to visitors, or hold court at one of the Washington Street cafés, to spread the latest news and stories of home. They were disappointed but unsurprised; the man plainly cherished his privacy to an almost insulting degree. He took little part in their community life, based as it was in the various churches; nor did he side in the usual sectarian disputes between Maronite and Orthodox, a fact he seemed to revel in. He had a reputation for arrogance, though it was softened somewhat by his association with Mr. Arbeely, whose own solitary oddness had a much more amiable quality, like that of a favorite uncle.

But even those who most distrusted the man they called “the Bedouin” had to admit that his talent was a boon to the neighborhood. Once, Arbeely’s shop had turned out pots and pans and peddlers’ wares, all of good quality but unexceptional. Now, every object that emerged was a work of art. The pots and pans had acquired elegant proportions, and etched designs upon their handles; the trivets they rested upon were woven iron lattices, strong yet delicate-looking. There were necklaces, too, of silver and stone, and even an astonishing tin ceiling that hung in a nearby tenement lobby, sculpted to look like a desert landscape. That achievement had been the talk of the neighborhood, and had even been mentioned in a few of the English-language city papers, which had in turn brought a new type of visitor to Little Syria: the well-dressed, well-heeled admirers of the arts.

“They stare up at the ceiling for a few minutes, and then they go away again,” said a customer at the Faddouls’ coffee-house, a Washington Street mainstay. “The children like to beg nickels from them. It’s all harmless, I suppose. And it can only mean good things for the tinshop.”

Another man at the table snorted. “Don’t be so sure. I’ve seen success ruin more than one business. Arbeely is a man of good sense, but that Bedouin confounds me. He’s so . . .”

“Strange,” said the men, in unison.

“Who is strange?” said a woman’s voice. It was Maryam Faddoul, proprietress, arriving among them with her brass coffee-pot. There were few in Little Syria who weren’t friends with Maryam. The woman was known for her generous kind-heartedness, her ability to see the best in even the most trying of her neighbors. Even strangers felt a near-involuntary desire to unburden themselves to her, relating their woes and their fears, their most intractable dilemmas. Maryam would then store and dispense this gossip with an apothecary’s precision, matching ailment to remedy, need to need. A girl whose fiancé was in need of work might know nothing of the butcher looking for a new assistant, until Maryam suggested the butcher’s kibbeh for the bridal banquet. The girl whose younger brothers gave her no peace in the afternoons, the elderly woman who wanted only a few hours of quiet company: these, too, managed to find each other, once Maryam sat the girl’s father at a table next to the woman’s son. Now she replenished the men’s cups with a practiced hand and gave them her most encouraging smile.

“Oh, we only meant the Bedouin,” they told her. “He’s come back, you know.”

“Has he?” said Maryam.

“Yes, and alone, just like when he arrived. No mother, no wife, no new hires for the business. Who knows why he went in the first place?”

Maryam tilted her head, as though considering the answer. In reality, Maryam knew exactly why the man had gone. The copper flask, now buried, had once sat on a shelf in her own kitchen: a gift from her mother, whose own mother had once owned it, and so on back through the generations, each woman unaware of its true contents. Maryam had taken that flask to her friend Boutros Arbeely, to see if he might repair a few of its scuffs and dents—and its invisible prisoner had at last been freed.

“Perhaps he was homesick,” she said to the men.

The men raised their eyebrows at each other: Homesick? Of course they were all homesick at one time or another; but to make the voyage for no other reason . . .

“Well,” one of them said, “I suppose it’s possible.”

“The Bedu are different,” another allowed.

Maryam smiled at them, and moved on to the next table, as gracious as ever. But her husband, Sayeed, at his usual spot in the steam-wreathed kitchen, spied the new line of tension in her back, and guessed at its meaning: for out of all their many neighbors in Little Syria, the Jinni was the only one she’d ever distrusted at first sight.

The Golem and the Jinni went back to Central Park again and again.

They explored the various landscapes, admiring their autumn aspect: the frost-edged Meadow, the bare stalks of the cattails in the Pond, the narrow Gill a swift and crystalline flow. Then, when they’d seen their fill, they’d walk south to 14th Street and climb a fire escape to the city’s rooftops: a world in itself, a place of fire-barrels and plank bridges, wayward children and petty thieves. The two were a familiar sight there, but they never failed to draw the eye: a tall, hatless man and a tall, prim woman. An odd pair of characters, if only a pair among many.

Along the rooftops they’d walk to Little Syria, and find a high corner or a water tower rail. There they’d watch the first stirrings of the day: the oyster-boats casting off from the West Street piers, the milkmen and icemen trudging toward their stables, the tavern-keepers sweeping the night’s sawdust out their doors. Only when the city seemed about to wake in earnest would they stroll back along the rooftops to Canal Street. There they’d bid each other farewell; and she would descend to join the growing traffic on the sidewalk, arriving at Radzin’s Bakery in time to mix the morning dough. And he would return to the tinshop, and stoke the forge, while a yawning Arbeely
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