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    Dwell not upon thy weariness, thy strength
shall be according to the measure of thy
desire.
                                                                      -                      -- Arab Proverb
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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


How swiftly the fortunes of Solomon Levy changed.

The wealthy poet no longer earned his living as a translator. He was free to do as he pleased. Yet he still worked in the predawn hours of the morning to bring to completion a translation of the writings of Aristotle from Arabic into Latin. 

The poet worked quietly, dipping his quill into a small bowl of oak gall and withdrawing it to place the tip on a piece of paper illuminated by a softly burning candle. He loved the black iron color of the liquid and the flow of letters dancing along the page to describe the discoveries of the Greek philosopher and natural historian.

Solomon didn’t have to awaken during those early morning hours, yet he did so willingly as he eased his way into his new life. A life based on the largess of Caliph Abd al-Rahman III and the financial rewards given him for his investigation into the disappearance of a Galician singer who also happened to be a murder suspect. One whose actions might have brought the kingdom of Andalusia to a premature and unwelcomed end. 

He now had time and money, so he might have passed his translation of Aristotle off to others in his field. But he felt determined to see the continuity of his interpretations through to the end. The field of translation was considered a creative vocation in 10th Century Andalusia as that society attempted to fashion a unique understanding of the legacy of Greece, one that it could apply to its own world view. A decidedly Arabic viewpoint.

The poet simply didn't want his hard work to be muddied by a translator who sought foremost to put their own stamp on the work. He had developed a fascination, and an appreciation, for Aristotle's desire to experience the world through the use of the five senses. A way of being in the world that Solomon Levy was attempting to carry over into his poetry. For this he was rewarded with a lifelong perspective as he took to heart the philosopher's words, "In all nature there is something of the marvelous." 

In the course of his work, Solomon had learned that Aristotle was a teacher to Alexander the Great, and that many considered him the world's first scientist. To the poet’s mind, the philosopher’s importance could not be overestimated. He saw the Greek as the first and greatest teacher in everything. Shells, fish, plants, animals, man; there was nothing that didn't interest him. 

Observe the world using the senses is what he taught. Before Aristotle, all things under heaven and earth were attributed to the gods. Solomon’s love of nature and culture made the philosopher an endearing figure, and he was certain that Aristotle’s works would've been lost to history if not for the interest Arabs in Baghdad who, in their thirst for knowledge, were determined to preserve Greek texts. 

The soon to be retired translator worked hard, quill to ink to paper, as the candle slowly burned down. He’d pause to contemplate one of Aristotle’s ideas written in Arabic, a language that held the disparate cultures of Andalusia together like a strong, thick glue. 

The multi-lingual poet would then interpret the thoughts into his third language, Latin, which he’d studied at the University of Córdoba, knowing that he and his fellow poets, both men and women, would have to earn a living while working on their avocation in their spare time. They received scant support from a community of Arabized Jews who wished to maintain the status quo. Only understanding patrons like his older cousin Hasdai Shaprut, the kingdom’s Foreign Minister and personal physician to Caliph Abd al-Rahman III, made their continued efforts possible. 

He’d complete his translation, but Solomon’s greatest desire was to be out in the world experiencing life and sharing his perceptions of the world with others. Especially his fellow poets who, like himself, were attempting to take the Hebrew language out of the synagogue as they strove to create a revolutionary, secular tongue. A language able to convey the joys they experienced in everyday prosaic life, one using words and cadence to express their thoughts, feelings, sensations, and intuitions. 

These Jewish poets tired of seeing their Muslim counterparts using Arabic to write poetry, and to describe the secular and scientific world of their times, while Hebrew remained almost exclusively used for religious purposes. Their efforts would eventually bear fruit. They were the precursors, fashioning an evolving language that would soon create a new world. One called “The Golden Age of Judaism.” 

Later that morning, Solomon hoped to find time to review his impressions of the Roman occupation of Mérida, centuries earlier, for a poem he was working to perfect. A poem that explored the almost palpable physical and spiritual presence of the conquerors in that Iberian city. At least this is how he hoped his day would evolve. No reason to believe otherwise. 

But there soon came an interruption. A knock at the door. An unusual occurrence for the poet.

Solomon put down the quill and went to see who was causing this disturbance. He opened the door and smiled as he found himself looking into the luminous eyes of his cousin, Hasdai Shaprut. 

"Hasdai!" Solomon exclaimed in surprise. "What are you doing here?" 

"May I come inside?"

"Of course."

Nobody refused the requests of the Foreign Minister of Andalusia's Umayyad Caliphate, the most powerful empire in Europe. He wouldn't refuse in any event since he considered Hasdai his favorite cousin. Solomon closed the door behind them.

"Please sit," said the poet as he motioned to a small couch. He grabbed the chair from his writing desk, sat down nearby, and waited for his older cousin to begin.

"I wasn’t going to insult you by summoning you to al-Zahra once again," Hasdai explained. "Not after all you've done for me.”

Such a reversal. Solomon's first two missions had been arranged inside Hasdai's vast if not opulent office in al-Zahra, the new administrative capital of the Caliphate, located seven miles to the west. Now they were here in Solomon's tiny apartment, in the old Juderia. Now it was Hasdai who seemed reluctant. Like he couldn't find words adequate to the situation. Is there a new mission? Hasdai wouldn't. He couldn't. He'd promised.

He observed his cousin closely. He wasn't wearing his silk tunic, the one he accentuated with a brocade vest. Maybe this wasn't official business. Hasdai only wore cotton in Córdoba's Juderia. As Nasi, the spiritual leader of all Jews living in the Iberian Peninsula, he wouldn't take on airs. He simply couldn't afford to distance himself from his people through ostentatious display. Anyway, this would be impossible given his humble attitude of service to his community.

Something felt wrong.

What's going on, Solomon wondered. He had been summoned twice before and pressed into assignments that insured the survival of the Umayyad Caliphate which also meant the survival of his people. He'd been resistant on both occasions.

"Why have you come to see me?" asked the poet.

"I'm afraid there's a new assignment for you," Hasdai apologized. "I'm so sorry."

"Not again," Solomon protested. 

“If it were up to me, I wouldn't be here," came the earnest reply.

"I thought we had an agreement."

"We do, but I'm under orders from the Caliph to intercede in this matter.

""The Caliph?" questioned Solomon. "Why in heavens does he want me?"

"The Imam of the Great Mosque made a personal request for your services," Hasdai responded. "He holds much influence with the Caliph."

"The Imam?" Solomon wondered out loud. "He obviously thinks highly of you."

Solomon reflected for a moment. He'd only met the holy man on one occasion. That was during the last mission Hasdai had given him. Forced upon him was a more accurate description. He and the Imam had gotten along well. They seemed to share a mutual admiration in spite of their different ethnic and religious backgrounds.

"There's been a theft. It may call into question the legitimacy of the Umayyad Caliphate."

Solomon sensed the urgency in Hasdai's voice and appreciated his hesitation to involve him so soon after his recent ordeal. He knew that the position of the Foreign Minister required compromises, especially when decisions impacted the continued success of Europe's most enlightened culture. A society where Jews not only survived, but actually thrived. 

Solomon moved his chair in closer as he took a good look at his cousin. Hasdai appeared healthier than during their last assignment. The sandy colored beard looked fuller, and he'd put on some weight and the light had returned to his eyes. Gone was the look of sadness, but Solomon still sensed a deep apprehension. No doubt caused by the current predicament involving the Imam of the Great Mosque.

"What's happened?”

"The Great Mosque has been desecrated and the Empire's most sacred relic, the arm bone of the Prophet Muhammad, has been stolen."

Of course the Imam would ask for him. Solomon had recovered the Lost Manuscript and tracked down the Galician Woman. The Imam knew this. Almost everyone in al-Zahra and Córdoba knew of this. It made perfect sense. Sometimes he laughed at the absurdity of it. The idea that he somehow possessed magic powers and that no one else could have succeeded in those missions.

He might have tried to decline this mission if anybody other than the Imam had requested his services, but he knew he couldn't refuse an old man whose eyes were infused with the light of wisdom and serenity. A man he held in high esteem.

It was all beginning to make sense. Hasdai's clothing and the feeling of concern that he'd conveyed. He'd probably been summoned while at home by a dispatch from the Caliph himself. One displaying the royal seal. Told that the Imam of the Great Mosque needed his help immediately. No time to waste. No time to go to al-Zahra as part of his official duties.

Solomon couldn't say no to this assignment. That much he knew for certain. Time to find out more about the robbery at the Mosque.

"Are you telling me they post no guards at the Mosque to protect the relic?" inquired Solomon. "Hard to believe."

"The guard stationed at the treasury room, where the relic is kept, was badly beaten," Hasdai informed him. "Others patrolling the grounds of the Mosque heard a commotion. They intervened and gave chase, but they were unsuccessful in their attempts to apprehend the criminals."

"I'm still surprised they weren't more prepared for such an occurrence.”

"Who could imagine such a blasphemy in Andalusia?  There's writing on the wall," added Hasdai. “And it's written in blood.”

"Animal blood?"

"Probably, but the Imam also says that the message disturbs him." Hasdai folded his hands, and they fell to his lap as he trained his eyes on Solomon. "He needs to talk with you about it. And, one of the thieves left behind a sandal while trying to make his escape. The Imam is holding it for you. I'm sorry, but that's all we have to go on."

"Who would perpetrate such a despicable act?" asked Solomon.

"And why?"

"That's what we need for you to find out," declared Hasdai, gazing directly into the eyes of his cousin. He waited patiently for Solomon's answer. Waited until he could wait no longer. He decided to ask directly.

"So you'll accept the mission?"

"If it means that much to the Imam, then I gladly accept."

"You've changed."

"How so . . . "

"You're so enthusiastic."

"I told you that I learned a lot on my last assignment."

"Yes, I remember now," said Hasdai, recollecting the conversation in his office following their last investigation. "About the nature of the world and your own nature."

Hasdai smiled to himself. He felt proud of his younger cousin. The rigors of the previous mission had matured him. His mind reached back to the last time he’d sat on this same couch in this same room. Solomon had returned home to find his small apartment ransacked. Hasdai had come to share with him a change in the mission's plans, and he’d stayed to help return scattered volumes to the shelves of a bookcase left standing. He’d felt tired, exhausted from being up all night. Solomon suggested he rest on the couch. It had been an ordeal for both men.

Hasdai now looked over to those very shelves and his eyes beheld a leather-bound copy of the Torah and a silver yad, a small-stemmed instrument made in the shape of a hand with an outstretched finger and designed to insure the parchment wasn't touched by the person reading it. This prevented the letters from being smudged and destroyed over time.

"I see you haven't abandoned us altogether," Hasdai mumbled under his breath while assessing his cousin's religiosity. “You still keep the holy book nearby.” As Nasi, Hasdai remained concerned about Solomon's faith or lack thereof. He decided this wasn't a good time to talk about it so he kept his thoughts to himself as he turned back to Solomon, but not before chastising himself for losing his focus and forgetting the compelling nature of his visit.

"I'm giving you full rein," he began. "There are no suspects at this time so question whom you like and go where you must. The Caliph will spend whatever is needed to recover the sacred arm bone. It's priceless. Not just its material worth, but its intrinsic spiritual value is incalculable."

Solomon nodded, indicating he understood.

"We must hurry," Hasdai added with an unmistakable urgency in his voice. "The annual display of the sacred arm bone is to be during the next full moon and the Imam is waiting for you as we speak."

Hasdai stood, removed a gold signet ring from his finger, and handed it over to Solomon who gazed down at the royal seal etched into soft metal. It hadn't proven helpful during his last assignment, but one never knew.

"Will I be needing this again?"

"Possibly. We're not sure who we're dealing with here. Men who would involve themselves in such an abomination are capable of anything. No doubt they're armed and dangerous."

Solomon slipped the ring onto his finger. A plan of sorts was taking shape in his mind. He thought about the timing of his meeting with the holy man and those he wished to question. It might take him the better part of the morning.

"Anything else I should know?"

"Just remember that this may be an attempt to sow discord and disappointment, a thinly veiled effort to undermine the legitimacy of the Caliphate. Somebody wants to discourage and demoralize the Muslim faithful and to damage and discredit the Caliph.”

"And our future hangs in the balance."

"Hurry, Solomon," implored Hasdai. "There isn't much time . . . " 
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CHAPTER 2


[image: ]


Solomon reached the Great Mosque just as the sun rose in the eastern sky, long before the perfume sellers and spice merchants arrived to set up their booths on the perimeter of the square. Vendors offering more malodorous goods were consigned to an area further away so their wares wouldn't deter the devout and diminish attendance at prayer services. They hadn't arrived either.

This square, located at the mosque's primary entrance, had taken on an elevated importance because the Supervisor of Markets plied his trade here and important funeral rites were conducted nearby. At this early hour the square appeared deserted. 

The site of this Great Mosque had a history. It had sustained a Roman temple dedicated to the god Janus, and a Catholic Christian church dedicated by the Visigoths to Saint Vincent. The building was divided between Muslims and Christians after the Islamic conquest. At this location Emir Rahman I chose to raise his Great Mosque. He generously offered to buy the Catholic church and the plot of land. He could've taken it by force. Under terms of the transfer, Christians were permitted to rebuild a ruined church formerly dedicated to St. Faustus, St. Januarius, and St. Marcellus, three revered martyrs. This set the stage for an ongoing, positive relationship between the two religions in Andalusia. A condition that would last for centuries.

The Córdoba structure was later extended south towards the river by Emir Rahman II and his son, Muhammad. On its north side, Caliph Rahman III would soon construct a new minaret after demolishing the existing tower, built sometime during the late eighth century. The footprint of the structure continued to expand in proportion to the rapid rate of conversion of the populace to Islam so the Great Mosque remained a work-in-progress.

The evolving structure was a visible symbol of Umayyad legitimacy in Andalusia. This claim took on added importance, in 929, when Rahman III reestablished the Umayyad Caliphate.

From the time of the Abbasid massacre of the Umayyad family and Rahman I's miraculous flight, from Damascus, to establish himself as Emir of Andalusia, one of the keys to establishing the legitimacy to rule was the possession of sacred relics. Two in particular. The holy arm bone of the Prophet Muhammad and four bloody pages of the Quran that Umayyad Caliph 'Uthman ibn Affan was reading when assassinated in Medina, Saudi Arabia in 656 CE. 'Uthman was a second cousin, son-in-law, and notable companion of the Prophet.

Now that validity appeared to be on shaky grounds.

Solomon hurried through the Great Mosque's square, walking past a fortress-like edifice with forty-foot high outer walls finished in cinnamon-colored, unadorned stucco. He had always heard the inside of the unprepossessing mosque was breathtaking in contrast to its nondescript exterior. As a non-Muslim, he'd been never allowed the opportunity to see for himself. At least not until now.

He entered a courtyard of olive trees.

He approached the main entrance and found four uniformed guards posted outside. Their swords hung from scabbards resting at their sides. They weren't a part of the Slavic Guard, also known as the Silent Ones. They all appeared to be Arabs and this made perfect sense. Only Muslims could enter the Great Mosque, so these men could venture inside the mosque if circumstances required it.

Solomon approached one of them and offered a curt smile.

"I am here at the Imam’s request."

"And you are?" "Solomon Levy," came the response. "The Imam is expecting me."

"Wait here."

The guard spoke with one of his comrades. This man soon disappeared into the interior as the others waited outside. Solomon paused to collect himself. He decided to wait patiently with no preconceptions of what to expect.

The guard returned, bringing the Imam with him.

A bearded holy man, dressed in the traditional Abayah, a high-collared white coat, stepped outside into the early morning shadows along the Mosque's western wall. His head was covered with a short rounded skullcap, also white, called a tagiya, The Imam's face glowed like polished alabaster. Illuminated from within, his eyes seemed to be infused with the light of wisdom and understanding.

Solomon had experienced a sense of peace and well-being in his presence at their first meeting. This time something felt different. A bit unnerving. The old man wasn't smiling on this occasion.

"Solomon Levy," intoned the Imam. "I knew you would come. Please, enter this sacred ground."

Solomon knew that he was being accorded a rare privilege. Few non-Muslims had ever been allowed inside of the Great Mosque.

"You're sure it's all right?"

"The Caliph has made a special dispensation, and I believe Allah is in agreement," the holy man answered. "You are being allowed to enter a sacred sanctuary so please be reverent."

Solomon stepped inside and looked around in wonderment.

"Behold the majesty an infinite intelligence can inspire."

No walls separated the hundreds of columns inside from the treed patio. The northern side of the mosque opened out to the courtyard to create a continuous space with the trunks of the olive trees and the marble columns forming a single visual line. The entire effect, open and accentuated, allowed light to penetrate through the columns (some made from marble, others of jasper and still others of porphyry) and the rows of courtyard trees.

Solomon felt himself surrounded by what appeared to be a forest of columns with no focal point. This created a sensation of intimacy and one of limitless space. He had entered a spiritual oasis in which hundreds upon hundreds of columns repeated themselves to infinity, like a mirror of creation whose center moved according to the location of the viewer. This is a labyrinth without walls, he said to himself.

Nothing claimed his attention. No statues, paintings, sarcophagi, or pews. Only patterns woven out of pillars intended to  liberate the mind and free it for prayer and meditation. Oil lamps hung from the ceiling.

For Solomon, the real secret of space in the mosque derived from double-tiered arches alternating red and white masonry. They reached outwards above the columns creating a visually striking canopy above him with the lower arches, horseshoe in shape and the upper more semi-circular. The space between them produced the impression of an endless forest pierced by light and air.

The investigator stood transfixed. He'd never imagined such a wondrous place existed in the entire the world. He became so enamored of the magnificent interior, in his soulful experience of aesthetic arrest, that he almost forgot about the investigation.

The sensitive Imam allowed time for him to absorb impressions before reminding him of the reason he'd been allowed this rare opportunity to enter the interior of the mosque.

"Excuse me, Solomon," said the Imam, interrupting the poet's rapture. "We have grave matters to discuss."

A deep sigh and then a response:

"Yes, of course . . . I'm sorry," the investigator apologized. "I never thought such a place could exist."

"Even more wondrous is Allah's paradise," the Imam assured him.

"I'm sure it is," agreed Solomon.

"Allah chose the right person for this mission."

"But you chose me." "I am only an instrument, like the Prophet Muhammad," acknowledged the Imam. "A lesser light, but I also strive to fulfill the will of Allah."

"I see . . . " He said the words like he had understood the sentiment, but Solomon didn't really comprehend how one can consider oneself a humble servant of God.

"Shall we return to the subject of the stolen relic?" asked the Imam.

"The Prophet Muhammad's arm bone."

"Precisely," the Imam replied. "I'll lead you to its last known resting place. Please, come this way."

The Imam led Solomon down a row of columns and arches towards the mosque's midrab, an extraordinary niche rising from floor to ceiling and set into the far wall to identify the direction of the qibla wall of the Kaaba, in Mecca. This was the prescribed direction for the offering of prayers.

The Iman stopped to pause, in front of the midrib, at an enclosed area called the maqsura.

"This area is reserved for the Caliph and his family," he told Solomon before pointing overhead so the investigator didn't miss seeing the stunningly decorated ribbed vault above his head.

The small dome contained filigreed abstractions, Kufic script, floral motifs, and a cascading sunburst radiating from a tiny central star. All this enhanced by light filtering through eight latticed side windows.

Solomon smiled in appreciation because he couldn't find words to describe what he felt at that moment.

They continued on and soon arrived at their destination, the deeply recessed, shell-hooded mihrab niche. Armed guards stood posted at two smaller, flanking openings. The guard on the right held a bundle in his hands. The Imam acknowledged the guards, and then he veered towards the right, leading Solomon into a series of chambers.

One guard followed them inside. Solomon imagined the guards were under orders not to allow the Imam out of their sight. The stealing of the sacred relic might be part of a larger operation. One that might even endanger the life of the Imam. The final room, an area the investigator estimated to be about fifteen square feet, turned out to be the mosque's treasury. In the middle of this room stood a carved wooden table.

"Our most precious relics are stored  here in this room,” the Imam informed Solomon.

"Where was the sacred arm bone kept?"

"Right on top of this table," came the reply. "It lay inside a rectangular reliquary comprised of a gold frame with glass panels."

“And that was taken, also?”

“Yes.”

They'll sell the reliquary for its gold value, thought Solomon.

A gilded chest lay on the floor beneath the legs of the wooden table.

"What's inside the chest?"

"Four bloodied pages of the Quran that Caliph 'Uthman was reading at the time of his assassination, in Medina."

"They weren't taken in the robbery?"

"No."

"Any idea why they were left behind?"

"Their value is mostly symbolic," the Imam surmised. "They establish the legitimacy of the Umayyad Caliphate and connect it back to Medina, the home of Muhammad, and later to Damascus. 'Uthman was a close friend of the Prophet and the one man who devoted himself to collecting all the words of the Messenger of God into one book."

Solomon reflected upon these facts for a few moments. He found it hard to imagine these bloody four pages, sitting inside the chest at his feet, just collecting dust. Whatever dust might make its way into that gilded chest.

"So the four pages are stored inside of the chest and never see the light of day?"

"Oh no, that would be a sin!" exclaimed the Imam. "In a manner of speaking they don't see the light of day, but they are shown to the congregation in a candle-lit ceremony once a year before we lead a procession with our most holy relic."

"I see."

"What you need to understand is that the annual procession is little more than a week away," the Imam said rather empathically. "If the relic is not displayed at this time it may plant seeds of chaos and doubt among our followers."

"When exactly is the annual procession?"

"It takes place after the evening call to prayer a week from tomorrow."

Once he understood that time was of the essence, Solomon found his mind searching for clues. He wondered how the thieves had seemingly known their way around the mosque. How did they get away with the sacred relic? There were only two doorways. One on either side of the mihrab.

"The other passage. The one on the left side of the mihrab," he wondered aloud. "Where does it lead?"

"It links the mosque with the old Caliphal palace," answered the Imam. "The Caliph only uses it on rare occasions. Like the procession of 'Uthman's Quran and the Prophet's holy relic. We rarely see Rahman III since he built his beautiful new mosque in al-Zahra."

Not likely they would attempt to escape using that route, thought the investigator. The old palace was still heavily guarded. This suggested that the thieves knew the floor plan of the mosque. Someone familiar with the layout must have aided them.

The desecration appeared to bring with it a bone-wearying sadness because the Imam looked shaken to the core. He'd once exuded an essence of serenity, but now he was visibly upset. His sense of grace seemed to have deserted him.

"You seem agitated," observed Solomon. "The loss of the sacred relic is reason enough, but is there something more?"

"The writing on the wall."

"Yes, I was going to ask you about that next."

Both men turned to face the south wall where a message had been written in Arabic script. Solomon read the message. A message written in blood: "Taken by command." He wondered why the robbers would resort to using blood and what they were trying to communicate. Is there a hidden message, he wondered. A clue to the motivation of the thieves. He turned to the Imam.

"What do you make of it?" he asked. "Taken by command."

"It's uncanny," responded the Imam. "A similar message is associated with the return of the Black Stone."

"I don't understand."

"Of course not. You've probably never heard the story of the Black Stone. I think it's important that I share it with you, but I'm not sure where to begin," confessed the Imam. "Perhaps I should share with you the story of my own journey, when I was a much younger man than I am today, because it may shed some light upon our current ordeal and aid you in your quest to recover the sacred arm bone of the Prophet Muhammad."
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The Imam gazed directly into Solomon's eyes. There had been a time, he remembered it wishfully, when life had brought an amazing adventure into his life.

Little more than two decades ago, while I served as the assistant Imam here at the Great Mosque, my predecessor decided that it was time for me to embark upon the ritual of the Hajj.   This pilgrimage to Mecca, to walk seven times around the Kaaba in a counter-clockwise direction, is the duty of every Muslim unless they are prevented by disease or other extreme difficulties from making the trip during their lifetime.

I was fortunate. I enjoyed good health and the Caliph paid for all the expenses associated with my journey to Mecca.

Before leaving Córdoba, the Imam prepared me spiritually for my encounter with the Black Stone. It's black color, he told me, symbolized the virtues of detachment, a willingness to accept poverty, and the need to extinguish all selfish thoughts as requirements for making progress towards Allah.

He taught me that the Black Stone is the eastern cornerstone of the Kaaba, the ancient stone building toward which Muslims pray, in the center of the Grand Mosque of Mecca. This sacred stone fell from Heaven during the time of Adam and Eve. Its landing spot marked the place for them to build an altar and it's been venerated at the Kaaba site ever since that time.

Once, when a major fire partly destroyed the structure, the clans of Mecca renovated the Kaaba, but not before temporarily removing the Black Stone to facilitate the work of rebuilding. When it came time to replace the stone, the clans could not agree on which of them should have the honor of setting it back in its original resting place.

They decided to wait for the next man to come through the city gate and ask him to decide for them. The individual happened to be thirty-five year old Muhammad, some five years before his revelation. He asked the elders of the clans to bring him a rug and to place the Black Stone in its center.

He asked each of the clan leaders to hold the corners as they carried the rug to the correct location. Muhammad kissed the stone, and then he set the stone in place, satisfying the honor of all the clans. Already we see his special destiny at work as he, with his remarkable wisdom, arrived at a fair and equitable solution.”

The Imam paused to consider how he should proceed.

“I’m sorry, I digressed,” he admitted.

“I shall return to the story of my personal journey. From the moment I arrived in Mecca, I knew that Allah guided my steps.

Two days later, I joined with thousands of Muslim pilgrims circling the Kaaba. By then I had purified myself in hopes that I might be one of the lucky few who would succeed in stopping and kissing the Black Stone, the sacred object the prophet Muhammad had kissed. If I failed to reach the stone, as most do, I would content myself with pointing in its direction on each of my seven circlings of the Kaaba.

I had walked around the holy shrine six times, each time attempting to get closer to the stone. On my seventh and final circuit I was blessed by Allah. I had approached the eastern corner when two strong men who had just kissed the Black Stone suddenly pushed back the large crowd. The backward surge created an opening and I took advantage of it by running to the stone.

"Praise be to Allah!" I shouted as I placed my hands upon the sacred stone and pressed my lips upon it. The stone glowed and thousands of silver stars flashed before my eyes. I felt something stir deep down inside of me. Time stood still for a brief few seconds before I realized I'd been pushed away by the guard. I quickly regained my wits so that I might complete the final circling.

This will always be the most memorable experience of my life.

But there's more to this story.

The most important part of what you need to know.

Qarmatians stole The Black Stone almost two decades ago and took it away to their holy place in Hajar. The leader of these tribes, Abu Tahir al-Qarmati, displayed the stone in his own mosque, the Masjid al-Dirar. His misguided intention was to redirect the Hajj away from Mecca to his newly established site. He failed, of course, as devout pilgrims continued to venerate the spot where the Black Stone had been originally placed.

Earlier this year, the Abbasid Caliphate received a ransom request and were forced to pay a huge sum of gold for the stone's return. This unholy act was followed by one even more despicable. The stone was wrapped in a sack and thrown into the Friday Mosque, in Kufa. Its abduction and removal damaged the stone, breaking it into seven pieces. The custodians of the Kaaba wanted to protect the shattered stone, so they commissioned a pair of goldsmiths, in Mecca, to build a silver frame to surround it.

Here is the one detail that frightens me the most.

Inside the sack, with the Black Stone fragments, they found a note that read: "By command we took it, and by command we have brought it back."

As I read the message written on the wall of this holy treasury,  I felt a stab of pain in my heart for it read, "Taken by command." Can this be a coincidence, I asked myself. Is there a ruler or people so desperate they would steal our sacred relic for their own purposes?"

––––––––
[image: ]


SOLOMON ENTERTAINED the possibility that a radical Muslim sect from North Africa might be responsible for the theft. It was no secret that many of them considered the Umayyad approach to Islamic tradition too secular with its embrace of art and science. Whoever it was, they were familiar with the legend of the Black Stone. He had no doubts about that. It was highly unlikely the words of the message scribbled on the wall were coincidental. Perhaps one of the sects wanted to emulate the Qarmations. He realized this was only idle speculation at this point so he changed the direction of his inquiry.

"How did the Great Mosque acquire the sacred arm bone?"

"As I told you, 'Uthman and Muhammad were very close. After the Prophet passed from this world and entered Paradise many of his body parts were taken as relics. In this way Muslims could continue to cherish him. It also helped to assuage the pain felt when contemplating his death."

"I need for you to be more specific," coaxed Solomon. "How did that particular relic find its way here to this mosque?"

"When the Umayyad Caliph Marwan was assassinated and eighty-two members of his family massacred by the Abbasids, Abd al Rahman I made a miraculous escape from Syria. On his journey across North Africa, and his crossing the straits into Andalusia, he brought the precious relics with him in a trunk. The same chest sitting beneath this table."

"I understand now." Solomon appreciated the story of Rahman I's escape from Damascus with the relics, but he didn't think it offered any clues that might help him determine who had committed the crime.

"There's more that I need to share with you," claimed the Imam. "A guard tried to chase down one of the perpetrators of
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