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This book is for our beloved

Dar Khalifa –

a labyrinth of wonder, a friend,

and a magical home to us all.
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Introduction

I grew up in a household packed wall-to-wall with stories, and with people recounting them.

Now that I look back at it, I can only marvel at that enchanted realm.

Within it, folk tales were a currency more highly prized than the sacks of golden treasure described in the stories I read, heard, and so adored.

The stories that filled our home were themselves packed with feats of courage, awe, bravery, and wild escapades. As they poured into me through my ears and eyes, I became quite literally transfixed.

I used to sit in our playroom, rocked to my core, as the elements of myth seeped into my bloodstream. As far as I was concerned, the stories – and the characters within them – were just as real as the home in which we lived. To have imagined that they were invented would have been to claim a rainbow was merely a figment of imagination.

Of all the participants in the tales I loved, none gripped me so absolutely as the jinns.

As a child I was sent to a boys’ prep school in the local town. As I have described elsewhere, my sorrowful life there allowed my sense of imagination to develop – a by-product of zoning out so as to survive.

Unlike the other boys, my childhood was awash with Oriental tales of the supernatural, in which jinns were heroes and villains with astonishing superpowers.

Thinking about them as I did constantly, I would find myself staring goggle-eyed at an image of a jinn, one that had been tamed by King Solomon’s ring.

The picture was surrounded by Arabic script, and it came from one of the treasuries of Eastern folklore that I so adored.

The jinn in question was depicted as fouler than foul, with horns and hooves, and a lopsided, leering expression from ear to ear. But, as I pondered it then and consider it now, what touched me so deeply was not the detail.

Rather, it was all about the lack of detail.

In the same way that a shadow on a wall can breathe fear into the most sensible, the jinn in that picture was portrayed with what I can only describe as a ‘base terror’. It sang to the part of me that used to believe so ardently in the monsters under my bed.

Like everyone else, I jerked my way fitfully through a no man’s land from youth to adolescence, and on into the slipstream of adulthood. The stories I had heard up in the playroom were inside me, as were the princes, the wizards, the viziers, and the jinns.

But they lay asleep inside me, as though waiting for the right time to awaken.

That time came when, almost twenty years ago, I purchased a ‘haunted’ mansion called Dar Khalifa in a Casablanca shantytown. From the first moment that I slipped through the garden door as the owner, I realized my life was about to change.

Not because of the house, or its gardens.

But because of its jinns.

While growing up in a prim English village, I’d been a believer in the stories I’d been told. The supernatural characters may have been real to me, but they were most certainly not to anyone else.

Then, as if by magic, I found myself living in the bosom of a culture in which everyone believed in jinns. That moment in which I comprehended the scale of belief will stay with me until my last breath. It was as though I had been squinting my entire life, but at last could see with 20/20 vision.

Of course it’s not just Morocco where jinns are regarded with total belief. The parallel lifeforces are described in the Qur’an as having been created by God from smokeless fire.

And, as such, Muslims the world over believe in them.

I may not be someone with the credentials to discuss the finer points of faith, but I am fascinated at the landscape that’s opened up when belief in jinns is unwavering.

For the first time in my life, I could step through the looking glass into the rich imagination-zone of my early childhood. With the guardians at my new home, I could discuss the jinns living beneath the courtyard. Or, in the kitchen, I could talk with Zorah, the housekeeper, about the jinns residing in the drains.

In many ways, the rest is history.

Living at Dar Khalifa, the Caliph’s House, I have been able to conjure a full spectrum of possibility in my mind’s eye. As a result, I’ve travelled on a magical carpet over deserts, have encountered kings and queens, and have spied caverns filled with treasure.

But, most of all, I’ve been initiated into the wild and wonderful world of the jinns.

Tahir Shah


The Caliph’s House

The Caliph’s House had been empty for almost a decade.

Its walls were discoloured with algae, its tiled floors were grimy and in need of repair. Alarming damp patches had taken hold on every surface and a number of ceilings had caved in. Cobwebs hung across doorways like lace curtains, birds nested in the lamps, and termites had burrowed into the massive wooden doors. A burst waterpipe had transformed one bedroom into a lake and most of the shutters were hanging rotten on their hinges. As for the gardens, they had become a jungle through which savage dogs roamed.

The house had a presence, a sense of faded grandeur. Like an old society belle, it was run down and wrinkled, but it had lived. You could imagine the history, the parties, the secrets. It must sound absurd, but I felt an energy from the first moment, almost as if it knew I was there.

Three months after first setting eyes on Dar Khalifa, it was ours. My wife had secretly hoped I would give up on Morocco, but the house had won her over. She, too, had felt its spirit. Like me, she regarded it as a positive force, and could imagine the children running free within its walls.

Fortunately, the English owner had needed no coaxing to sell. She had known instinctively that the bank balance of a struggling author was pathetically dry. And she had been well aware that a Moroccan paying the market price would have ripped the building down and put up monstrous apartment blocks in its place.

So it was that on the evening of the multiple suicide attacks, I first crossed the threshold as the owner of the Caliph’s House.

Inside, the three guardians were standing to attention, saluting, awaiting orders. As if by some medieval rights of sale, they came with the property. There was Mohammed, a round-shouldered brute of a man, with a week’s growth of stubble and a nervous twitch. The others called him the Bear. Beside him was Osman. He was younger, with a smile that never left his lips, and a cool, collected disposition. He had worked at the house since he was a child. Finally, there was Hamza, leader of the troupe. Tall and respectful, he pressed his hand into mine, before placing it on his heart.

I asked urgently whether they had heard about the suicide bombers. Hamza shook his head. There were other more pressing problems, he said.

‘What could be more serious than multiple suicide attacks?’

‘Jinns,’ came the reply.

‘Jinns?’

The three guardians nodded in unison.

‘Yes, the house, it’s full of them.’

When you buy a home abroad, you have to prepare yourself for the unexpected. I knew there would be language problems and cultural barriers to overcome. But nothing had readied me for an army of invisible spirits.

Muslims believe that when God created mankind from clay, He fashioned another species of creature too, from fire. They go by various names – jinns, genies, jnun – and are believed by all to share the earth with us, living in animate objects. They are born, get married, bear children, and die, just like we do. Most of the time they are invisible to humans, but they can take almost any form they wish, most commonly appearing in the hours after dusk, disguised as cats, dogs, or scorpions. Although there are some good jinns, most are wicked. Nothing gives them greater pleasure than injuring man for the discomfort they imagine he causes to them.

I asked the guardians for advice on dealing with the problem.

Osman spoke for the others: ‘Kill sheep,’ he said softly, ‘you will have to kill some sheep.’

‘Some? How many?’

‘One in every room,’ explained the Bear.

I did a quick calculation.

‘There must be twenty rooms, at least… That’s an entire flock. It would be a bloodbath!’

The guardians blinked. Then they nodded again. They knew the traditions and, in Morocco, tradition is the bedrock of life. A boarded-up mansion in the West might attract squatters. But in the Arab world, as everyone was quite well aware, an empty house is a magnet for the wicked. Leave a place empty for a few weeks or more and, before you know it, it’s full from floor to rafters with an invisible legion of jinns.

From The Caliph’s House


A Jail for the Jinns

The Prism was a vast inverted pyramid, fashioned from triangular sheets of impregnable glass.

A mile wide, and twice as high, it lay at the heart of the Abyss, and was divided and subdivided into an infinity of octagonal cells.

Rotating on its vertical axis, it clattered, lurched, and screeched as it swept round and around, powered by the Fugian wind.

Three pairs of immense iron sails kept the Prism turning, by powering an elaborate machinery.

Cantilevers and clockwork bearings.

Oscillators and mainsprings.

Drive wheels, cams, and coaxial gears.

And, most important of all, the pendulum of the great escapement.

The mechanism was as dependable as time itself. Because of it, never once had the Prism stopped turning. So the rogue jinns remained as prisoners – trapped in their cells by the penitentiary’s cloak of metamagnetism.

As a result, there was peace.

Before the Prism’s conception, through centuries of fear, jinns had terrorized every dimension. A dominant life form since the dawn of time, jinns had ruled the Realm – with rogue jinns the preeminent masters.

But, gradually, they were pursued.

Outwitted, then trapped, they were imprisoned by the bravest and canniest legion of warriors.

The Jinn Hunters.

The balance of good and evil was maintained by the fact that so many rogue jinns were interned within the Prism’s transparent walls.

But the prison was only strong if it turned.

Cease for a fraction of a moment, and it would lose its impregnability. If that were to happen, the jinn convicts would gain their freedom.

Escape was unthinkable though, because the Prism was managed by an army of guardians devoted to their ancestral cause.

Known as ‘malbinos’, their fraternity had been bred in antiquitas – in a time before records began. Duty was hard-wired into them – the duty of ensuring no imprisoned jinn ever escaped.

Living as long as three centuries, malbinos were short in stature, and blessed with extraordinary physical strength. On either hand they possessed five fingers and a pair of thumbs. Their hunched forms were obscured head to toe in coarse white bristle, over which was secreted an unctuous lilac slime, which they knew as ‘fusilia’.

Set all the way round each malbino head was an arrangement of oversized eyes.

Nine of them, each one a different size.

Multiple eyes made the malbino custodians especially suited to the guardianship of the Prism. Nothing escaped their untrammelled gaze. Yet, despite such perfect sight, no malbino had ever possessed an ear, let alone a pair of them. Through a complex telepathic faculty they could discern most sounds.

Only the musings of jinns were out of range. The lack of ears meant malbinos were immune to the constant whispering of their prisoners.

It was the perfect arrangement.

For, listen through ears to a rogue jinn whisper, and even the most attentive malbino would be instantly driven insane.

From Jinn Hunter: Book One – The Prism


Jinn’s Treasure

I consider myself to be attentive in my work, my friendships, and in the way I proceed through the twists and turns of life.

And so it was all the more alarming to step on a nail as I disembarked the dhow at Alexandria.

Sticking out proud from the deck, that grim splinter of iron was as thick as a human finger.

In great pain, I was taken to a surgeon in the backstreets of the city.

A hadji with a chalk-white beard down to his navel, he took one look at the wound and grunted.

‘I’ll amputate,’ he said.

Recoiling, I protested:

‘No one’s going to chop off my foot, least of all you!’

‘Well if you wish to keep it, you’ll have to bathe it in vinegar infused with mercury.’

‘What if I don’t?’

The would-be surgeon glared at me hard with his good eye.

‘Leave it untreated,’ he said, ‘and you will be dead within a week.’

Placing myself in the hands of God, I left the quack to his potions and his saw, and went to stay with my brother on the far side of the city.

Days of merriment came and went, in which stories of our youth were told and retold.

Rose water was sprinkled over hands, great platters of food served, and yet more tales were dusted off from memories and given voice.

And in all that time, I neglected the wound in my foot.

Exactly a week after my arrival at Alexandria, I woke to find the bedding on which I had been sleeping strewn with what looked like ink.

Dark-blue ink – the hue of fermented indigo.

Amused more than I was alarmed, I did my best to trace the source of the dye.

Having hunted high and low, I gave up and went to the street fountain to wash.

Crouching there, making my ablutions, I spied the very same strain of blue washing out into the gutter.

Unable to understand what was taking place, I checked my clothing, my hands, and then my feet.

In astonishment, I saw that the indigo-coloured ink was streaming from the wound in my foot, as though my blood were dark blue.

However hard I washed it, more ink flowed out.

My back pressed against the fountain, I examined the injury.

Holding my foot into the light, I observed how large droplets of what looked like ink exited the injury one by one.

I cursed the nail, then the quack who’d been so keen to amputate.

After that, I dried the lesion and bound it tightly in a blinding-white strand of cotton.

By midday, the bandage was soaked through with the dark-blue ink, causing me grave alarm.

Fearing my troubles were not so much medical as spiritual, I sought out an astrologer near the great mosque.

Observing the indigo-soaked bandage, she reached for the Holy Book and kissed it seven times.

‘I simply trod on a nail,’ I said.

The hag shook her head from side to side.

‘You think you trod on a nail,’ she responded. ‘In actual fact you stepped on a jinn.’

‘What am I to do?’

Breathing in deeply through her mouth, the seer exhaled through her nostrils.

‘You will have to wait,’ she said.

‘Wait for what?’

‘For the jinn that has entered your life to make plain what he – or she – has in mind for you.’

‘Can’t I recite a certain prayer a hundred times, or sleep with an amulet tied around my neck?’

The soothsayer grimaced, her rotting teeth exposed to the light.

‘You will wait,’ she said.

And so, wait I did – for an entire week.

Each day, the ink spewing from my foot was a little darker and a little thicker than the day before.

Sitting on my bed, I would touch a hand to it.

Marvelling at the way its consistency was changing, I gave thanks that I wasn’t in pain.

Another week slipped by.

Then, just as I was getting used to the bizarre condition, something took place that caused me fresh alarm.

I woke one morning to find a vertical line running from the injury, up my ankle, leg, and nether regions, to my torso.

Executed with perfection, it seemed to have been drawn by the hand of an artist.

Greatly intrigued, I pressed my chin down to my chest.

As I did so, an invisible quill, held in an equally invisible hand, began work on a pattern conjured in darkest indigo.

Swathing my entire abdomen, it seemed to be etching beneath the skin, as though the invisible artist were inside me.

Aghast, I watched in trepidation and awe.

What at first had appeared to be nothing more than a whimsical pattern was revealed to be a map.

Fearing the jinn inside me would be displeased were I not to fulfil its wishes, I ran through to the room in which my brother, Jamal, was about to take an afternoon nap.

In an urgent tone, I explained the sequence of events that had taken place since stepping on the nail.

Then, both bewildered and ashamed, I raised my robe.

‘Dearest brother,’ I said, fear shadowing my words, ‘please tell me what manner of a thing is imprinted on my flesh.’

Never easily perturbed, my brother took a step back. Observing my belly, he took in the intricate pattern covering every inch of skin.

‘This is no ordinary map,’ he said after a prolonged silence.

I glowered. ‘Happy to hear it.’

His concentration sharp as a blade, Jamal looked me straight in the eye.

‘From what I can see, it’s a map leading to an immense treasure.’

‘Why would a jinn wish to provide me with a treasure?’ I cried. ‘Surely it’s a trick – the kind that aimless jinns are well known for playing.’

My brother held up a hand to pause my musings.

‘It is clear the jinn has no intention of giving you the treasure,’ he said.

‘But, surely, if a jinn wished such a treasure,’ I riposted, ‘it would simply reach out and take it.’

His eyes masked in fear, my brother blinked.

‘Not this treasure.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because this is the treasure of a demon.’

‘So?’

‘Well, as you may remember from the tales told to us as children, a code of honour exists between demons and jinns.’

‘Where is the treasure?’

Jamal peered at my belly for a long while, taking in the many details.

He sighed.

‘In a city beneath the sea.’

‘It’s insanity,’ I said, the words as pained as my fear. ‘Let’s forget about the map, the treasure, the jinn, and the damned hole in my foot.’

Jamal shook his head – left, right, left.

‘If ever there was a time to forget something and move briskly on with your life,’ he responded, ‘this is not it.’

‘Then how do you suggest I reach the treasure, retrieve what is needed, and live to tell the tale?’

My dear brother peered at the map tattooed across my torso.

‘All the details are there,’ he said.

I thought for a moment.

‘Very well. Tomorrow, I shall buy a full sheet of vellum in the market,’ I said, ‘and ask you to copy the map upon it. Then, placing myself in the hands of our ancestors, I shall set off to find the treasure.’

Accordingly, I ventured into the bazaar the next morning and purchased the finest sheet of vellum I could afford, along with reed nibs and ink.

That evening, Jamal bid me to lie down on the bed, as he prepared to copy the map.

Pen in hand, he scrutinized my belly, and gasped.

‘I don’t believe it,’ he uttered in dismay.

‘What is it?’

‘The map has altered.’

‘Altered?’

‘Last night, it was quite different.’

‘How so?’

‘It was smaller, and…’

‘And, what?’

Jamal’s expression was one of utter disbelief.

‘It’s shifting,’ he said. ‘Even now, the details are shifting, as I watch them!’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Just as you yourself are living, so this infernal map is alive!’

I frowned.

‘But then there is no point in copying the jinn’s map.’

My brother cleared his throat.

‘We shall travel together,’ he said. ‘As you would be there for me, so I shall be there for you.’

At dawn the next day, the two of us stole out from the house and began an adventure that was to alter the way we perceived the world.

We quickly learned that what we imagined to be reality was a fiction. And we came to appreciate that what we inhabited was nothing more than a meaningless backwater of nonsense.

Through days, nights, weeks, and many months, we followed the ever-changing contours of the map tattooed into my skin.

Each time it was consulted, the chart was new, as though an invisible force had redrawn it from the inside out.

We crossed deserts drier than any other, hacked our way through forests impenetrable and dark, battled with ogres, sang with sirens, and were even buried alive and thought the end had come.

Each time we stared our demise squarely in the face, an invisible hand seemed to pluck us from certain death when we least expected it.

Each time, we would marvel at our good fortune at yet another impossible escape.

And each time, Jamal would deliver a familiar line:

‘We have survived because the jinn wished for us to do so, and for no other reason at all.’

By the time we reached the cavern’s door, we were both matured, withered, aged, as though we had experienced ten thousand lives in one.

In any usual circumstances I might have detailed for you the catalogue of trials and tribulations, but this journey was different from others I have undertaken. It is as though speaking of the individual encounters would be to belittle them – as if they were meant for my memory, and mine alone.

All I shall say is that the cavern was located in the deepest part of the ocean – reached by a natural shaft that plunged straight down from the surface.

Indeed, the descent was so acute that both Jamal and I were subjected to terrible force.

As we climbed down, our skulls were almost cracked in by the pressure.

After rappelling downwards for what seemed like an eternity, we reached the cavern door…

What horror the mere thought of that portal projects
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