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Prologue

Wadi Rum, Jordan
1977

The Red Desert glowed with an ochre hue. Sandstone mountains were separated by valleys of sand and salt flats.  Isolated, flat-topped ridges and hills were bound from all sides by steep escarpments. Mesas stood tall above the plain, popping straight up from the sea of sand. The searing heat of the sun seemed to fade the blue of the sky. Goats grazed on the hillside. 

The scream pierced the silence. The boy emerged from the 

landscape, crying shrilly as he ran toward the flock. 

“Jasem!”

The boy crashed into his outstretched arms. 

“What happened, Jasem? Where’s Shahem?”

“He fell! He fell!”

“Where?”

Jasem pointed back in the direction he’d come.

“Stay here,” said Omar. “Do not move.”

The dry and hot desert wind intensified as Omar scaled the 

escarpment. He looked ahead and froze, his heart plunging into the ravine below. He started off again, scrambling along the narrow edge with urgency. He reached the small body and dropped to his knees beside it, a cry of despair lifting from his raspy lungs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One
 

The women’s majlis was filled with visitors offering condolences. Close relatives of the Sheikh and Sheikha had moved in, cooking, cleaning, comforting.  Amidst the hugging, kissing and chatter came intermittent outbursts of screaming, the horrified, gut-wrenching howling ripping through the tent. Aaliyah wailed, rocking back and forth on her hands and knees. Maryam knelt beside her, holding her shoulders, bracing her sister in her grief.

Aaliyah sat with Maryam on flowery cushions at a low table. 

Maryam poured them cups of sweet tea. 

“Thank goodness you’re here with me, Maryam.” 

Her usual finery was stripped back to a plain black thobe, and 

she wore no jewelry. Her eyes, lined with black kohl, were red and swollen.  

She looked around at the gathering in the room. 

“Leave us please. I want to speak with my sister alone.”

The women shuffled out of the room. When they were alone, 

Aaliyah leaned in closer to Maryam.  

“You could bring him back,” she whispered. “There is a way, 

isn’t there? To bring him back?”

Maryam’s eyes widened. She shook her head firmly. 

“I don’t do that, Aaliyah. I won’t.”

“But you can do it,” Aaliyah pressed.

“It is forbidden,” Maryam insisted. “You know this.”

“Nobody needs to know how it was done. It would be a 

miracle!” Aaliyah took Maryam’s hands, gripping them tightly. She looked into Maryam’s eyes, her own welling with tears. “You are more than a medicine woman, Maryam. You are a miracle worker. And I need a miracle.”

“This is not the work of miracles, Aaliyah. It is black magic. 

And even if I did bring Shahem back, he wouldn’t be the same. He would come back wrong. Different and unnatural.”

“I don’t care what he comes back as! I want my son back!

Please do this, Maryam. Please. He is our only son. Our heir. What if it were Jasem?” 

“It is punishable by death, Aaliyah. Even talking about it…”

“I am the Sheikha. You will be safe. I will make sure of it. I 

promise.”

“Your husband could still have me killed, and then Jasem will 

be left without a mother.” 

“Jasem would not be without a mother.” Aaliyah’s expression 

hardened. “You owe me this, Maryam. For all I know Jasem could have pushed Shahem…”

“Aaliyah! How could you suggest such a thing? It was an 

accident. They were playing, and Shahem fell…”

“Or it could have been Omar.” 

Maryam stood abruptly.

“My husband is not a murderer! How could you think that! 

How dare you speak of him that way!”

She turned and stormed out of the tent.

***

Sitting cross-legged on a piece of carpet, Maryam looked at the young woman knelt before her, holding her crying baby. 

“The child is possessed by jinni.” Maryam dipped her 

fingers into a bowl of pressed onion juice, and stuck them into the infant’s mouth, rubbing them along his gums. “This will help with the pain, but you must make an offering to appease the demon.”

The young mother left, and Aliyah passed her as she stepped 

inside. Maryam stood to meet her sister.

“If you want to keep your head, you will bring my son back.”

“Aaliyah…”

“And I will have your husband’s head too if you refuse.”

***

Maryam slipped away from the camp before sunrise. She found the cave in the crevice of a steep rocky hillside. Inside sat an elderly woman cloaked in a dark blue thobe decorated with bright embroidered designs. Blind, cloudy-grey eyes gazed out over her veil. A chain of coins and bells was draped around her neck, gold dripping from her ears. Her voice was cracked with age.

“What is it you seek?” 

“A child has died. I seek to raise him and return him to his 

mother.”

“You wish to raise the dead?” 

“Yes. He is my sister’s only son. She is the Sheikha of our 

tribe.”

Maryam’s heart thumped as she awaited a response. 

The woman shook her head.  

“Nothing good comes from dabbling, Sister. If you perform a 

spell like this when you are not ready, or are not powerful enough, it could kill you. I’m sorry, but I cannot fulfill this request.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Maryam spotted a collection of 

large clay jars. 

That evening, men laid carpets in the sand around a fire, 

drinking tea and camel milk. They would remain there until late into the night. Aaliyah was waiting for Maryam at the entrance to her tent. She kept a watchful eye out as she let her sister inside. Omar stood guard by the door.

Shahem’s body had been washed three times and wrapped in 

sheets, secured with rope at the top of his head, below his feet, and around his middle. He had been laid in a long wicker basket lined with linen. Kneeling beside him, Maryam retrieved the clay jar from the folds of her thobe. She spread an altar cloth across the floor and arranged a black candle in each corner. She untied the ropes around Shahem’s body, uncrossed his arms and rested them by his sides. She then removed the scroll from the clay jar and unfurled it, reading aloud in Aramaic.

“Master of the Gate, eternal and all-knowing. Here I am, your 

humble servant. Hear my prayer. Accept my humble offering; in death you give life.”

She pressed her palm into Shahem’s chest.

“Accept our offering, know our prayer. Master, here lies the 

body of Shahem. Let him cross over. Master, let him cross over. Release him, Master, release him!”

Lightning flashed outside the tent, and thunder crashed. 

Shahem opened his eyes, black as the desert night. 

“Bless you, Maryam!” Aaliyah cried. “Bless you for bringing 

my son back to me!”

In one swift lunge, Shahem seized Maryam by the throat. His 

strength was that of a man’s. Maryam pried at his hands. 

“Aaliyah! Help me!” she gasped.

The Sheikha stood frozen as Maryam struggled with Shahem. 

Shahem hissed, baring his teeth. 

“Aaliyah!”

Maryam grabbed the clay jar and smashed it over Shahem’s 

head. The boy fell back, lying still. 

“He is possessed by jinni,” Maryam gasped, looking at her 

sister. “I must banish it; force it back into the spirit world.”

Shahem’s hands and feet were restrained by the ropes. He 

grunted and groaned as his body convulsed. Aaliyah knelt beside him, her eyes wet with tears.  

“I love you, Shahem,” she wept. 

Maryam lit two sticks of blue sage braided with wheat straw. 

She waved them slowly over Shahem’s body, making a purring sound with her tongue. She chanted the incantation, her gaze fixed firmly on Shahem.

“The gods will destroy you. The gods damn you, evil spirit!”

Shahem’s convulsions intensified, his grunts escalating to 

screams. 

“Stop it! Stop it!” Aaliyah shouted, waving her hands.

“Shahem! Shahem!”

Maryam’s voice grew stronger with every repetition of the 

chant. The walls of the tent billowed in a powerful wind. Maryam lowered her voice to a whisper, and Shahem’s convulsing eased. Aaliyah lay next to him.

“I love you, Shahem. I love you.”

“Let them take him, Aaliyah,” said Maryam.

There was one last sharp convulsion, and a flash of blinding 

light. Shahem lay still again, and Aaliyah wept over her son’s lifeless body. 

Shahem’s screams had attracted unwanted attention. Chaos 

was unfolding as people crowded outside the tent trying to get in. Aaliyah lifted her head, her eyes, once heavy with sadness, were now alight with fury.

“You’re under arrest for sorcery. Omar too.”

“No, no, Aaliyah!” Maryam begged on her knees. “No! Don’t 

do this!”

“You did this,” Aaliyah insisted.

“Sister!”

“You did this! To yourself!”

Maryam cowered on the ground, grabbing at Aaliyah’s thobe.

“Aaliyah! Sister, don’t do this to me!”

Aaliyah crouched in front of Maryam, touching her chin. Her 

smile carved through her grievous rage, her lips quivering into shape.

“Do not worry, dear sister. Jasem will be safe with me. I will 

take good care of him.”

“No, please Aaliyah, don’t take my boy!”

“Do not worry, Maryam. No harm will come to him.’

***

The Sheikh and the other men of the tribe were tasked with taking Shahem’s body for burial. Again wrapped in sheets, the boy was placed into the grave, and those present each dropped three handfuls of sand in after him.  

     “We create you from it and return you to it. And from it we will raise you a second time.”

The Sheikh’s voice quivered as he spoke.

The grave diggers stamped and patted the loose ground into 

shape as the collective of mourners said their prayers for the dead. The grave was marked with a single stone at the head of the plot. 

Inside her tent, Aaliyah crouched before Jasem as he cried. 

“I want my real Mama!”

“I’m your mama,” Aaliyah gently insisted.

Jasem’s distress fluctuated between screams and sobs.

“It’s alright,” Aaliyah soothed. “It’s alright.”

“Can you take me to my mama?” Jasem pleaded.

“I am your mama, my sweet boy. This is your home.”

“No!”

“Shahem, please don’t cry…”

“I’m not Shahem, I’m Jasem!”

“Sweet boy, your name is Shahem,” Aaliyah patiently 

affirmed. “And I’m your mama.”

“No, you’re not, and I want my mama!” Jasem turned 

and walked toward the doorway. “I want my real mama!” 

Aaliyah ran after Jasem and scooped him up. He didn’t 

resist, limp in her arms as he wailed into her shoulder. 

“Sweet boy, sweet boy, it’s alright. It’s alright.”

***

Maryam sat propped against the center pole of the tent, her arms restrained behind her with rope. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then another, then another.

“Ancient Ones, hear my prayer. I call upon you to cut these 

cords attached to me. Hear my prayer.”

As she recited the chant, the tightness of the binds around her 

wrists loosened. The fine grains trickled over her palms as the ropes
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