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PART ONE






ONE THE ARABIAN DESERT


611 CE

Dawn. The sun peeks over the eastern hills, sending the first rays of morning light streaking across the desert floor and lighting up a long camel caravan. The white-robed leader, his gray beard a testament to his long experience in this perilous vocation, takes a leather waterskin from his saddle. He shakes it, holds it up over his dry, open mouth, and tries to squeeze something out of it, yet is only able to get out a couple drops of water. As is the practice in this season with temperatures that soar up to 120 degrees Fahrenheit, caravans travel in the coolness of the desert night on their months-long journeys. Bleached animal and human bones protruding from the white sand testify to a lost caravan in the unforgiving desert, mixing with the few plants that grow in the desert, like the sand shrub. The stars and the moon cast faint light on the rough, rock-strewn desert track from Mecca to Damascus. A veteran leader knows the territory of each Bedouin tribe on the trail, who is the sheik, and what deal Mecca had struck with them to allow them to safely pass through their domain.

In Arabia, there are more hungry people than available resources. Raiding other tribes is an accepted part of the culture, a rather brutal redistribution of scarce wealth. It is the end of one of the holy months, where fighting is forbidden. The caravan leader must now decide whether to rest here, setting up the sheepskin tents, which offer some protection from the relentless sun and give the travelers the chance to sleep, or continue into the Devil’s furnace of daytime and head for the oasis of Yathrib with its desperately needed cool water and nutritious dates. He searches the sky for a sign of cumulus clouds that would give some relief from the scorching sun. Only blue sky. Raising his left arm, he signals the train, which is moving at the pace of a man walking, to halt. Word goes down the line as the travelers dismount and unpack their tents and cargo to the braying of camels. They then pile the cargo in a defensive perimeter against animal and human jackals.

Not only is the leader, the guide, responsible for the lives of all the men, women, children, and animals on the journey, but also the precious cargo they’re carrying back from the Damascus trade fair. They have carried northward ivory from Ethiopia, black African slaves, silk from Asia, jewelry, decorated leather, and, most important in terms of weight versus value, frankincense and myrrh. The caravan is bringing home to their anxious investors in Mecca fair-skinned Circassian women slaves, just-harvested Syrian grain, wine, armor, metal tools, and weapons, including the prized Damascene steel swords. Some travelers heading south have also joined the caravan, which affords more protection for the solitary pilgrim.

Straggling far behind the caravan, a young man, Abdullah, leads an adult camel and a baby camel. His pregnant child-wife, Zaha, bent over in the saddle, cries out in pain. Abdullah lays a blanket on the ground, and their leather waterskin beside it. The camel obediently drops to its knees as Abdullah lifts Zaha from the saddle and lays her down on the blanket. Her bronzed face drips precious sweat as the next labor pain grips her. Abdullah, uncertain what to do, drops down next to her and puts his scarf in her mouth to bite down on when the next labor pain hits. The baby camel lies close to her as though it can feel her pain.

The earth suddenly begins to tremble and shake. A breeze from the south carries the drumbeat of thundering hooves. Abdullah looks up as the sound travels from over the dune in the direction of their caravan. He wonders if it is a herd of oryx, the fleet desert gazelles who can go for long periods without water and run in herds of up to six hundred.

The breeze carries human cries mixing with Zaha’s wails.

The travelers, caught at their most vulnerable as they dismount, look to the east. Some twenty Bedouin horsemen charge out of a dried wadi, waving their swords and screaming, the blinding dawn sun at their backs. Roman-trained as light cavalry, their stocky chief with piercing green eyes directs them as they cut down the traders reaching for their weapons and chase others fleeing into the desert. With skilled horsemanship, the warriors corral the women to be sold as slaves, as well as the animals. Well-practiced chaos.

The caravan leader grabs his sword as the chief pulls up in front of him. The two lock eyes.

The caravan leader speaks. “Are you crazy? We’re Banu Hashim from Mecca, protected in this holy month by the gods of the Kaaba.”

“Mecca has an unpaid blood debt to us. We collect now.”

He slides off his stallion and with his sword confronts his adversary. The steel blades clang and ring, blocking thrusts and parries until the caravan leader loses his footing. As he falls backwards, a powerful overhead blow to his right shoulder severs his arm and an artery spurts bright red blood, soaking his dusty white robe. Dropping his sword in a state of shock, he tries to shove the severed arm back into the shattered shoulder socket. He wavers, still on his feet trying to stay conscious, as the chief winds up to deal the coup de grace. In the middle of the desert, this is an act of mercy. Having survived too many close calls to count, this is the end of the trail for him.

On the other side of the dune, Abdullah reaches for his knife. He looks down at his blood-covered wife and his new baby, who is crying to open its lungs to draw its first breaths. Abdullah slices the umbilical cord, freeing the newborn. Always alert as a son of the desert, he spots a lone dark figure on horseback at the top of the dune. The figure waves behind him to another horseman. The two riders set off down the slope, the horses plowing deep through the sand.

They rein up, towering above the bloodied couple. It’s the Bedouin chief with the startling green eyes and, next to him, a boy whose eyes are the same shade of green. Abdullah picks up his newborn child and stands, facing the intruders. Zaha quietly sobs, gasping for breath.

Screams drift over from the other side of the dune. The chief grabs his reins to turn back.

“Kill them!”

Seeing the hesitancy on the youngster’s face, he gives him a hard look. “They showed no mercy to your mother. Be a man, son! Honor our tribe—our gods.”

The boy nods and thrusts his sword, which glistens with fresh red blood, into the air.

The father’s powerful steed fights its way back up the dune.

The boy looks down at Abdullah holding the baby, who has stopped crying.

“No… no… no…” Zaha softly pleads.

The boy glances back toward the dune and sees no one watching. He grasps his sword, so heavy in his hand, and looks over at the mother and then at the baby. His determined expression softens. A flicker of empathy or nausea?

The young warrior urges his mount forward, and, as the horse rears up as though to trample the couple, the rider leans way over in the saddle, grabbing the couple’s waterskin off the ground. Pivoting around, he sets off at a gallop, attacking the steep slope of the dune. Let the desert take them. A worse way to die.

Abdullah falls to his knees. He will live to see another day in this most uncertain of worlds. Holding the baby in the cup of one hand, he wipes some of the blood away with his other hand. A baby girl.

He lays the newborn down in a slight depression in the sand. Zaha turns her head to see, and her moaning—“No… no… no…”—takes on a renewed urgency.

With his two hands, Abdullah scoops sand over this makeshift grave, stifling his daughter’s cries. One more sputter, then silence. Only a tiny grasping hand is visible. Abdullah thrusts it back into the sand.

As Abdullah stands to walk back to his wife, a sand squall kicks up, covering both the grave and his footprints.






TWO MECCA


Mecca—the most powerful city-state in Arabia. It is the pilgrimage season, and for three months the holy city is crowded with pilgrims and merchants. Outside the city walls, thousands of Bedouin tents dot the desert floor. Mecca is a sacred zone where fighting among warring tribes is forbidden and no weapons are allowed. Palm leaf mud huts and stone mansions surround the bustling center of the city, where two landmarks stand out—landmarks that make this human settlement in the desert possible.

The first is the Kaaba, a cube-shaped building with a stone base, its four walls draped in strips of purple and red cloth. The story goes that the first sanctuary built by Adam, the first man, was destroyed in the Great Flood. It was rebuilt by Noah, then forgotten under the sand until Abraham found it when he went to visit his older son, Ismail, who had been banished by Abraham’s wife, Sarah. It is here that Abraham nearly killed his favored son, Isaac, to prove to God his undying faith. As a result of this fealty, God promised that both sons would found powerful nations. For Ismail, his nation would be founded from this very spot in the unforgiving desert wilderness.

Meccans believe they are the descendants of Abraham. Inside the Kaaba and alongside it are more than 360 idols, totems of the countless tribes of Arabia. It is said that whoever controls the keys to the Kaaba controls Mecca. In the last three generations, the Quraysh tribe has taken control of the Kaaba, making them the most powerful and prestigious of Meccan tribes.

The other landmark is the Zamzam spring, which produces abundant water, making human life and commerce sustainable. A long queue waits their turn to go down into the spring to fill their empty containers. The spring’s known existence for many years has no doubt resulted in tribes fighting for control of it. When the water source surrendered to the desert, covered with sand, its location was forgotten until a Quraysh named Abu-el Muttalieb rediscovered it. As the holder of the keys to the Kaaba and the one who had control of the Zamzam spring, he became the most powerful man in the city.

The brilliant exploitation of these two landmarks in this barren desert made Mecca the richest of Arabian city-states, despite being unable to grow any food in the desolate valley. They depended on fertile neighboring towns for vegetables and fruits, and on nomadic Bedouin herders for meat and milk. The Meccans mastered long distance trade and with their caravans, the slave trade, commercial fairs, and pilgrimages, the ruling elites gathered great wealth and even owned mansions in Damascus, Jerusalem, and Egypt. During the seemingly eternal conflict between East and West, in a period of intense warfare between the Christian Roman Empire and the Zoroastrian Persian Empire, the pagan Meccans, dependent on far-flung trade, became excellent diplomats, whether negotiating with the Bedouin tribes along the trade routes for safe passage or maintaining a neutral posture between the two clashing empires.

Outside the heart of the city, beyond its walls, is a livestock area with stables full of camels and horses and pens holding sacrificial sheep and goats. Noisy with braying and neighing, it’s teeming with arriving pilgrims and slaves tending to the animals. One majestic black Arabian stallion stands out, attracting the admiration, if not envy, of those who pass by. The horse stamps a hoof, prompting a man, his white skin tanned by the sun, to come around the animal’s flank to face the stallion. He caresses the steed’s muzzle, making calming sounds. The man has a large head, broad shoulders, a well-proportioned body, coal-black hair tied in plaits, and a black beard, which, now that he has turned forty, is slightly flecked with white. He has the aquiline nose prized by society, though it is his compelling brown eyes that those who meet him never forget. He lifts the horse’s leg, examines the hoof. He pulls out a large thorn, and, smiling, shows it to the sufferer.

“Muhammad!”

The man turns to see Sufyan, a friend of patrician bearing and the same age. They resemble each other in features; everyone in Mecca is related in some form to everyone else, all cousins at least. Sufyan is with his elegantly attired wife, Hind, who wears the haughty expression of privilege. An entourage of attendants and slaves accompany them. A tall slave from Abyssinia, Washi, stands out with his muscular African body. On the sartorial front, Muhammad, with his patched homespun and worn-out sandals, hard at work with the livestock, could be taken for a slave like Washi.

“Sufyan. Hind. Good morning,” Muhammad greets them with a smile in his resonant voice.

“Twenty camels I offer you for this old animal that has seen its best years.” No pleasantries from Sufyan, only business.

Muhammad makes eye contact with the stallion as though asking for an opinion. The horse throws its head back.

“They will make your next caravan more profitable.”

“Not for sale,” Muhammad responds.

“Everything’s—and everyone’s—for sale at the right price.” Sufyan reacts to Muhammad’s slightly bemused expression, then tries again. “All right, fifty camels.”

Muhammad’s answering smile says no.

“Females. Fifty females,” Sufyan recklessly offers. Females produce more camels and thus have much greater value.

Muhammad strokes the coal-black coat of his animal as he and Washi lock eyes.

Sufyan shrugs. Then one more attempt. “Your best horse for my best slave.”

Hind, glancing at Washi, opens her mouth to protest, but her husband cuts her off, awaiting Muhammad’s response.

Once again, a negative.

With a last look at the object of his desire, Sufyan decides to move on. “We’ll see you at the Kaaba. Big day for Mecca.”

As they walk away, Muhammad jerks slightly as though he’s been hit from behind. He turns to see two baby camels nudging his back and four laughing figures approaching. Muhammad joins in the laughter with his wife, Khadija; his uncle Talib, looking younger than his sixty years; Talib’s fifteen-year-old son, Ali; and fourteen-year-old son, Zayd. Muhammad kisses his wife on her forehead.

“Muhammad, beloved, can you help unload some goods for the shop? They arrived from the Yemeni caravan.” Khadija points to two loaded, hobbled camels.

Khadija, Ali, Zayd, Talib, and Muhammad unload the camels and carry the goods into Khadija’s shop, which offers a wide variety of goods from practical items like cookware and spices to luxuries such as prized silk fabrics from Asia. An impatient Talib, helping Muhammad carry in the last items, speaks to him above the din from the busy street as customers enter the shop. “Nephew, we must hurry to the center to offer Meccan hospitality to the pilgrims who have traveled so far.”

Muhammad looks reluctant, but an excited Ali responds, “I’ll join you!”

“Of course. Come, Muhammad, walk with us as Meccans at this festive time, this time of peace; it is our duty.”

Khadija puts dates and a leather waterskin into a cloth shoulder bag for her husband. Muhammad grabs his shepherd’s stick, takes the bag from his wife, kisses her on the forehead, and heads out of the shop with his uncle and Ali, while Zayd stays behind to help in the shop. Khadija’s expression is one mixed of love and concern as the three disappear into the passing crowd.

The center of Mecca, with its Kaaba and its mansions bordering the large square, is packed with pilgrims, Meccans, merchants, Bedouins, beggars, prostitutes, money changers, guards, slaves, and food sellers. Like any ordered urban society, there are classes distinguished by dress and activity. Most notable is the marked difference between the blasé city dwellers and the nomadic tribal Bedouin, who are marveling at the sights of the city. Towering above the scene is a giant statue of the stern Hubal, Mecca’s main god.

Talib and Muhammad are greeted with respect, clearly recognized as significant figures in the city. Despite the carnival atmosphere, Muhammad is not comfortable as the three thread their way through the jostling celebrants. The noise of hawkers shouting and the aromas wafting about in the smoky heat, both pleasant and unpleasant, assault his senses.

They move past the thriving slave market, a pillar of the Meccan economy, primarily full of dark Africans. One vendor specializes in beautiful women, booty from intertribal warfare. Potential buyers examine the merchandise. Some come to great fairs like the one at Mecca with the hope that they might find a kidnapped relative who has been sold into slavery. One fat, bearded man walks around a strikingly beautiful Ethiopian woman, carefully studying her.

Addressing the vendor in an unfamiliar language, the fat man announces, “I like. What tribe?”

“Aksum.”

“No. No. Pact.” A pact meant they had a peace agreement with a rival tribe, which called for the return of any enslaved tribal members they might come across. The fat man moves on, pointing to another woman.

The trio pass a tent where a money changer stands up respectfully for Talib.

Two drunks stagger by and trip over a blind beggar who is sitting on the ground, his eyes staring straight into the sun. One of the stumbling inebriated men knocks over a tattooed man who is headed to the Kaaba to deposit a heavy totem festooned with feathers and seashells, causing a traffic tie-up.

Muhammad reaches down to help the blind man up and guides him back over to his prime begging position next to the money changer. The blind man recognizes his benefactor by his familiar voice and calls out, “Muhammad!” Muhammad takes some dates from his bag and puts them in the blind man’s hands.

They walk on, coming to a raucous crowd cheering a wrestling match. Talib’s brother, Abbas, greets them. Though he is Muhammad’s uncle, they are about the same age.

“A glorious day, brother. Muhammad, good to see you here for once.”

“Indeed, brother, you must be betting on Omar.”

They all look at the struggling, sweaty combatants, the local giant Omar pitted against a large, tall African. Omar so towers over everyone, it is as though he is on horseback. A few feints and Omar lands a powerful fist to his adversary’s jaw, knocking him out as the man sags to the ground. The crowd cheers or groans, depending on how they placed their bets.

A happy Abbas opens his purse and goes to collect his winnings as Omar muscles his way past the queue to collect his. Muhammad turns away to face a large, disappointed-looking Bedouin with piercing green eyes and a young man with similar green eyes. As they make eye contact, Muhammad smiles, but the Bedouin doesn’t respond.

Walking on, they see two guards pull a crying ten-year-old boy from the arms of his father and drag him toward a table.

“Please! Please! My last caravan was robbed, and I lost everything,” the father pleads. “I can pay my debt next year—please!”

“If I believed all those promises about next year, I’d have nothing to loan those honest men who do pay their debts,” the corpulent money changer at the table responds. The guards deposit the frightened boy at his feet. Seeing the three passersby staring at him, he tells them, “The value of this boy doesn’t even cover what his bad father owes me.” No doubt this scene is due in part to the exorbitant mounting interest that is part of the Meccan financial system, resulting in the rich getting richer and the poor getting poorer.

“It’s not the fault of the money lender,” Talib says to a deeply troubled Muhammad. “It’s the fault of the borrower who did not keep his promise to pay.”

“I’m not sure whose fault it is, but I’m certain it was not the boy’s.”

The father collapses to the ground.

“Come, Muhammad, it is what it is.” There is no societal view of helping the poor beyond family.

“Does it have to be that way?”

The trio walks on past hawkers selling food, medicines, and lucky amulets, and gamblers sitting on the ground playing a game with colored stones. An archery contest has attracted a crowd. Khalid, a handsome young warrior, draws back his bowstring and lets the arrow fly, narrowly missing the bull’s-eye. Hamza, another of Muhammad’s uncles, an imposing, dark-bearded forty-year-old in flamboyant, colorful dress, steps up, clearly the crowd favorite by the noisy response he elicits. He places the arrow, lifts the bow, and shoots. With the twang of the bowstring, he turns his back to the target, not watching to see where it hits. The oohs and aahs and cheers report Hamza’s arrow striking the target dead center. Khalid embraces his better.

Moving on, Talib and Ali come across Bin Mas’ud, a young shepherd boy who is in tears and holding a lamb in front of an angry man, Jahl, who grabs a stick from a slave and strikes the boy hard. The boy drops the bleating lamb. Jahl sees Talib and Ali watching. Now hesitating to hit the boy again, Jahl feels the need to explain. “The fool lost a lamb.”

Muhammad moves on to the next attraction, where he joins an appreciative crowd of men and women laughing. A poetry duel is underway between two veteran poets, Bakr, Muhammad’s best friend, and an older man, Othman.

Bakr declaims, “That girl emerged from her lover’s soul. Not from any rib or bone. And from her heart comes honey. Amazing! How could honey come from a stone?”

Othman takes up the challenge. “Beautiful women, as experienced men know, are but darkness wrapped in a dazzling light all aglow.” This evokes a strong reaction from the crowd.

Bakr spots Muhammad and calls out, “Muhammad, join us, take on the wily Othman here.”

The crowd responds by encouraging him. From an early age on the caravans, Muhammad showed his talent as a poetic storyteller, relieving some of the boredom from the monotonous travel across the desert wasteland until they would come to an oasis settlement. This seventh-century desert world is one without books, and while some ten epic poems are known to all, the quality of the recitation makes certain poets, like Muhammad, in demand. A skilled poet produces surprise and drama, both as entertainment and education. And in a culture of warring tribes, poetry celebrating the warrior strengthens the identity of the tribe.

Muhammad declines with a smile. His life thus far has favored the Word, particularly as a mediator, but like every Meccan, he grew up learning the skills of sword combat. Warrior poet?

Muhammad continues with his uncle and cousin to the wide steps that lead up to the inner sanctum of the Kaaba. A queue of pilgrims lines up to enter. They carry totems, some bejeweled, others adorned with gold and silver. Uniformed guards provide security for the sacred Kaaba, which is both a treasure house and the repository of objects of worship. Standing at the top step is the imposing figure of the white-bearded Lahab dressed in black. The enormous key to the Kaaba hangs around his neck, the symbol of his status as keeper of the Kaaba, the high priest of the religion that governs Mecca.

Semi-naked pilgrims ritually circle the Kaaba at a jogging pace seven times in a tradition whose origin is lost in time. They chant and pause to kiss all four stone corners, especially the mystical Black Stone anchoring the eastern corner. They clap and whistle with hundreds engaged, creating a powerful collective energy.

A voice calls out to Talib amidst the din, and they turn to see Sufyan with other burghers dressed in white silk, drinking and laughing on the terrace of one of the mansions facing the Kaaba on the main square. Beautiful women slaves serve them food and drink. “Talib! Muhammad! Come join us to celebrate!”

Muhammad, regarding the scene with disdain, tells Talib, “No, I’m on my way.” He looks up at the towering Mount Nur in the distance.

Talib and Ali climb the steps to the terrace, past the giant statue of Hubal, to join Sufyan. From the terrace, the entire animated scene is in view. The two Meccan leaders look down on it with pride.

Talib notes, “This is the only place where during the sacred months, all enemies lay down their swords.”

Sufyan agrees. “There’s no miracle like Mecca. We spare nothing for our guests.”

Ranged against the thick city wall are giant iron pots large enough to hold half a camel. Slaves carry wood to an already large pile while the cooks start the fires under the enormous pots. Smoke rises from various charcoal pits grilling meat as the hungry line up.

Sufyan and Talib, surrounded by their overfed peers, venture to a table laden with delicacies of fruits, meats, and sweets. Sufyan looks out at the pilgrims jogging around the Kaaba as he fills his tray. “Our fathers knew that if you control the sacred, you’ll never starve,” he observes.

The fat cats all share a hearty laugh.

An urgent voice calls out to Sufyan. The stocky Meccan chief of security, Malik, and two guards stand below the terrace with Abdullah, the rattled survivor of the caravan raid. Sufyan invites Malik and Abdullah onto the terrace and asks Abudullah to tell his story.

From the vantage point above the crowd, Abdullah spots the Bedouin chief with the green eyes standing outside the money changer’s tent. They make eye contact, and mutual recognition hits. Abdullah shouts and points at the chief who, recognizing the man who should be dead, slaps his son, knocking him to the ground. Sufyan orders the guards to go after them. Malik jumps down to the ground and, with the two guards following, the chase is on. Their quarry melts into the dense flow of humanity.

Three blasts on a ram’s horn blown from the top step of the Kaaba stops all activity and talk. In a few moments, everyone present drops to their knees and leans forward onto their forearms, ritually bowing to Hubal. Muhammad still stands, a striking image of one man above all those paying obeisance. With all prostrated, it would seem no one would notice, but on the terrace Lahab and Jahl scan the crowd, always on the lookout for any offense to the gods. They exchange glances at this flagrant violation, which is worsened when Muhammad turns his back on Hubal to head off toward the main gateway to the holy city. The ram’s horn blasts again, and all rise and continue.

Muhammad walks out of the city’s main gateway, past four respectful guards, as excited pilgrims pour in. He continues toward a just visible trail that switchbacks up the steep slope of Mount Hira. Leaning into the mountain, he climbs quickly. Stopping for a moment to catch his breath, he leans on his staff. The sound of hammering draws his attention to where dozens of slaves, men and women, labor in a quarry that provides stones for the mansions and walls of Mecca.

A tall young Abyssinian slave, Bilaal, makes eye contact with Muhammad. Bilaal smiles and Muhammad smiles back. In a deep, resonant voice, Bilaal says, “Master.” The supervisor, carrying a whip, acknowledges Muhammad, and a threatening lash puts Bilaal back to hammering.

As the sun dips behind Mount Nur, a rising half-moon takes up the job of providing light for Muhammad to make out the path.



Back in Mecca, the joyful party and feast are in full swing. Hundreds of locals and pilgrims sit on rugs and pillows spread out around the Kaaba area, which is lit with oil lamps that give it an eerie quality. Inside the Kaaba, Lahab and his wife, Arwa, move systematically from idol to idol, totem to totem, removing the jewels and gold and placing them in a large box.

Inside Sufyan’s mansion, gathered together in an intense meeting focused on Abdullah, are the leading notables: Talib, Sufyan, Jahl, Hamza, Omar, Hind, Bakr, Othman, and Malik.

Jahl rises to his feet. “I say kill them now!”

“Sit down,” Talib says. “Not during the sacred month.”

“They violated the sacred month.”

“They did. We don’t. And the month is soon over.”

A distraught Jahl looks about for some support, but no one weighs in on his side.

Sufyan speaks. “We’re not sure what tribe it was yet. What tribe would be so crazy as to attack a Meccan caravan and its leader and feel safe enough to show up here?”

“I can only think they made a mistake, but the deed is done, and an example has to be made.” Talib states what all agree on.

Hamza, in his multicolored outfit, adds in a deep voice, “When the sacred month is over, we will, blessed by Hubal, wipe them off the face of the earth.” He looks around the room to general approval, though his gaze lingers for a moment too long on Hind, Sufyan’s wife, where there’s a connection. She looks down.

As the meeting starts to break up, Jahl calls out, “Wait!” Attention assured, he continues, “How many of you saw Muhammad stand when all bowed to Hubal?”

“I saw this outrage to Hubal,” Lahab, who has joined them, states. “This is hardly the first time. I’ve lost count of the offenses to the gods that he and his friends have committed.” He looks at Bakr and Othman. “We must bring him before the council and hold him to account.”

Talib looks concerned but doesn’t answer.

“Yes,” Jahl agrees. “It’s important we teach the Bedouin a hard lesson, but we must be honest—they are an outside enemy, and with Muhammad, we’re talking about an enemy among us whose disrespect for the gods can spread like a plague in the city.”

Lahab says, “We must bring him before us now.”

“He’s gone off on retreat,” Bakr counters.

“Where?” Lahab asks.

“No one knows,” Bakr admits, “which makes the retreat a real retreat, severing all connections.”

Othman, half joking, says, “Perhaps he will not come back, like many hanifs who live alone never return to the city, thus solving your problem.”

“He’ll be back; his money is here,” Jahl opines. “And his family. I swear by Hubal, whom he has insulted—we will deal with him when he returns.”






THREE THE HIRA CAVE—REVELATION


If anyone began life with an inauspicious start, it was Abu al-Qāsim Muḥammad ibn ʿAbd Allāh ibn ʿAbd al-Muṭṭalib ibn Hāshim. His father, Abdullah, died of fever before his son was born. Muhammad was sent to the desert to a Bedouin wet nurse, Halima. This was what the leading families did. Muhammad did his part working as a shepherd, and those first five years of his life growing up in the desert in a Bedouin family meant that he absorbed many of their austere values along with their love of the oral tradition of epic Arabic poetry. He was sent back to his mother, Amina, who died soon after they visited relatives in the northern town of Yathrib. Thus, he was an orphan, though in this tribal society, he had the good fortune to be born into Mecca’s most powerful tribe, the Quraysh, and one of its clans, the prestigious Hashim. His powerful grandfather, ‘Abd al-Muttalib ibn Hashim, took him in. Two years later, Abd al-Muttalib died.

Fortunately, Muhammad’s paternal uncle Talib, a wealthy merchant, popular poet, and now the head chief of the Hashim clan, took him in and put him to work on the lowest rung of the ladder as a camel boy. His Bedouin time stood him in good stead, for this “camel whisperer” showed a gift for handling the temperamental beasts. It would be a couple of years before he was enlisted to go on the caravans, doing the menial chores like the other youngsters. This opened the growing Muhammad to the larger civilized world to the north dominated by the warring empires of Byzantium and Persia. The young man’s diverse encounters on the road fed and stimulated his already restless and inquiring mind. It would turn out he had a gift for languages, which made him both effective as a merchant and entertaining as a poet on the long caravan journeys. Still, without a father and with the stigma of being an orphan, Muhammad was not off to a favored start. Yet despite his modest status in society, now at age forty, by any measure his life is a success. He has what any of his peers would want—a reputation of trustworthiness, respect as a businessman, a loving, remarkable wife, children, and no material wants. And yet. And yet Muhammad is a deeply troubled man. He believes there is more than the material. There has to be.

Many of the values Meccan culture is based upon conflict with his belief system, which has been formed from his life experience and an innate sense of social justice. On his travels along the different trade routes north to Damascus and south to Yemen and beyond, Muhammad met with many holy men and spiritual practitioners, some from as far afield as India, others from Persia, but especially Christian monks, who had found peace from this spiritual yearning exploring the inner life. It was in their monasteries where Muhammad would often lodge on his journeys.

Lately, Muhammad has been beset by visions, and this retreat will allow him to decipher their meaning. Meccans have the practice of withdrawing from the world into the wild, and the grottos on Mount Nur are ideal for spiritual retreats. There they engage in prayer, rituals, and self-examination. On their return to society, many give to the poor, honoring the traditional religious practice. No one is a sincerer and more disciplined seeker than Muhammad.

Up on the mountain, Muhammad climbs to the final cliff face that is filled with caves. He disappears into the darkness of an opening in the mountainside known as the Hira Cave.

Blending into one, many days and nights pass with Muhammad in his cave, going ever deeper into meditation and contemplation. With his long fast, Muhammad’s senses have become more acute.

Down in the valley, Mecca returns to its normal life, all the Bedouin tents gone.

On the thirtieth night, praying, his eyes closed, without warning Muhammad goes into a free fall, hurtling down a primal bottomless hole. A pure black void. Dissolving into nothingness. Terror seizes him, and his consciousness recognizes nothing to rely on for survival in a realm beyond space and time.

Then a distant, thin light cuts into the blackness. Focusing on the light arrests the uncontrolled falling. Only one form Muhammad recognizes—a steady flame.

The flame gradually transforms into a perfect human form, blindingly radiant, vibrant, stunningly beautiful, the most awesome sight of Muhammad’s life.

This perfect form then projects other forms—some are beings Muhammad can recognize, others he’s never seen before. Beauty within beauty. A purple color diffuses this phase, transforming into recognizable beings.

Another plane opens to Muhammad, an explosion of color, infinite shades of colors, now shapes, forms, endless dimensions, all woven together in a magnificent thread, with powerful life force in its majestic dance. The diversity of existence is overwhelming. Planets, stars, humans, animals, and plants.

Now, Muhammad for the first time is aware of sound, vibrations at different levels. The vibrations echo, which he can perceive as words manifesting themselves in his consciousness,

I was a hidden treasure… I desired to be recognized, so I created the universe. You are in me, and I am in you.

With that, Muhammad opens his eyes and for a moment does not know where he is. The cave. He is back in time. He touches his body to assure himself that he exists. His vision is super acute; all he sees is illuminated as though he is seeing for the first time. He touches his face, feeling sweat and tears, tasting it as salty. He has a sense he is not alone. He tries to get up…

A sudden and overwhelming light illuminates the cave. Protecting his sight, Muhammad immediately surrenders his face to the ground as a superior voice commands him:

Muhammad! The son of Abdullah!

Muhammad’s limbs shake involuntarily. He feels as if he is at the edge of a seizure.

Terrified, he can only fearfully utter, “Who are you? I can’t see.”

No man can see me and be still alive.

A deafening roll of thunder crashes on top of the mountain. This is not the pleasant, enlightening encounter with the divine he had anticipated.

I AM YOUR LORD!

THE ONE AND ABSOLUTE!

When I create, I command, “BE—then it IS.” I have no partners, companions, nor associates—I am independent, yet everything depends on me. Form originator, yet formless, without beginning and without end.

Not begotten nor begotted/born. No one or anything can be compared to me. Not a son, certainly not a beloved.

Planets, the sun, the stars, move by my power—everything originated from me, and to me everything shall return.

My command, “Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven images,” long has been forgotten! I AM the most compassionate, yet my wrath is greater, and killing infants angers me.

Go down to your “village” and warn this wicked generation of an imminent destruction.

When they ask you, “On what authority do you speak?” declare fearlessly, “I speak on the authority of the creator of all that exists, seen and unseen, evident and speculative. The legislator and the ruler of the universe.”

Preach to them gently at the beginning, and if they don’t listen, fight them! Fear not! For I will send with you the armies of Earth and heavens.

For those who oppose and reject my supreme design will certainly perish.

For many minutes, Muhammad sits immobile with his eyes closed, as though daring not to open them. Finally, he opens his eyes in the darkness of the cave. Behind him the remaining embers of the fire cast a shadow on the wall. The shadow has a human form. When he moves his arm, the shadow mimics his movement.

He rises shakily to his feet. Breathes deeply. Stepping out of the cave, he sees the magnificence of Creation laid out before him. He feels both weightless and exhausted. He realizes he has been a witness to the truth. The truth of Creation. The existence of the Creator. Oneness. One God. This knowledge, this privilege he was granted, thrusts upon him his mission: to bring that truth to the world, to expose the lies of the corrupt. In that moment he feels the weight of the responsibility and the risks to his person, but he accepts that he has been chosen. There is no going back; his life and the lives of those close to him will be forever changed.

He heads down the mountainside still locked inside his mind, his body picking up momentum, careening pell-mell down the trail, loosing stones, tripping, falling, snagged by brambles tearing his clothes.



As usual, Khadija is up with the light of dawn. Though she’s accustomed to her husband’s long absences when he goes alone on one of his retreats, there’s always that worry present when he is gone. Hearing an unfamiliar sound, she opens the front door. A figure collapses on the doorstep, lifting himself up on his hands and knees and wearing a torn and bloodied garment. Overcoming her shock, Khadija reaches down to help up her husband who, with an enormous act of will, manages to get to his feet. With his arm around her, they make their way to a divan in the living room where, once they sit down, Khadija cradles Muhammad’s head in her lap. She holds him tight as he convulses, soothing him with caresses until his body stops shaking.

“Cover me!” his shaky voice whispers.

“Tell me, my love.” She caresses his brow.

“Cover me.”

She reaches for a shawl and covers him.

“What happened?”

No answer. She lifts the cover, sees his eyes are closed. She thinks she hears the word one, but she can’t be sure. She goes to find a cloth and water so she can clean his cuts. When she returns, Muhammad’s breath has taken on the rhythm of sleep. Ali appears, looking distressed when he sees Muhammad bloodied.

“Let him sleep. Don’t worry, he’ll be all right.” Khadija examines Muhammad’s wounds and delicately daubs them with the wet cloth, then cleans them more vigorously when he doesn’t react.



Muhammad and Khadija are one of the most unlikely of history’s love stories, given the mores of the money-driven Meccan culture. Khadija was the town’s wealthiest merchant and most eligible young widow. Suitors were stepping over each other to get at her money, offering large gifts to her father, who was required to give his approval. For a woman to reach such a pinnacle of business success was unprecedented in this patriarchal culture that saw women as little more than chattel. It meant she had an independent mind, a brilliant one at that, and kept her own counsel. Her wealth came from the caravan trade, which required considerable capital. A business of great potential profit, it carried the very real risk of losing all to the multiple perils of the desert. Much of the success of a trading mission depended on an experienced leader, and a time came when Khadija had to find a new leader for her upcoming caravan north to Damascus.

Muhammad’s uncle Talib had given him a roof over his head and the opportunity to gain extensive experience working in the caravan trade. Sharply observant, Muhammad quickly learned the caravan routes north and south at a time when there were no maps. Early on he would show a precocious talent for politics and diplomacy, which in a world of warring tribes and shifting alliances could mean success or failure for a caravan. He was the son of the desert, embracing its solitude, its deprivation, and its beauty. His life experience, as the least prestigious member of a powerful clan and major tribe, caused him to come across as rather shy, other than when he was traveling in the desert or reciting poetry. There was a nascent charisma in this young, well-traveled man who took in all the marvels of the external world and whose restless, searching mind fed the richness of his internal world.

At just twenty-five years old, relatively poor and with an unpromising future, a good measure of Muhammad’s status at the time was his marriage proposal to his uncle Talib’s daughter, with whom he was very close. Talib humiliatingly turned him down on his daughter’s behalf, which caused a rift between the two men.

To his surprise, Muhammad was called to Khadija’s mansion for a job interview. Despite their uneasy relationship, Talib, her fellow caravan entrepreneur, gave his nephew the highest of recommendations, touting not only his experience on the caravan treks but his honesty, reliability, and renowned bargaining ability.

Muhammad appeared outside Khadija’s stone residence in Mecca’s center, only to find that he was joining other candidates for the job. He was the youngest, and he was familiar with all the other men. Realizing he had little chance against such competition, he let go of what would have been a very natural nervousness. Finally, his turn came, and he was escorted into the luxurious living room where Khadija held court with her male advisers. He stood in front of her. Their eyes met. There was an immediate connection—a soulmate connection. Afterward, neither would be able to articulate that; as their social and economic divide was so great, it was unthinkable that such a union could exist. Muhammad answered a few questions—most from the skeptical advisers—and then left, shrugging to the few candidates still waiting outside.

Surprisingly, he was called back the next day. What was that about? Offered tea and now invited to sit down without the advisers, Khadija spoke right away about the enormous responsibility of leading her next caravan—a caravan twice as large as any other from Mecca, even Talib’s. It took a while for Muhammad to realize she was giving him this prized job!

Muhammad didn’t need to be told what a heavy responsibility this was, what dangers lurked on these monthslong journeys, nor what a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity this was for a man without means. This extraordinary woman was taking two gambles: the first was the caravan itself, and the second was entrusting her wealth to this young Hashim. She introduced him to her trusted manservant, Maysara, who would serve him, help him with trip preparations, and be at his side during the trip. No doubt this was also a way of keeping an eye on him. Now Muhammad felt the nervousness in the pit of his stomach, for this was becoming very real.

Word traveled quickly around town. Many questioned the widow’s judgment; some wondered how the handsome young man had managed to turn her head. But this young man riding the lead camel envisioned the expedition with no other outcome than success.

And that was how it turned out, with the Muhammad-led convoy returning from the north. He went directly to report to Khadija, the dust of the desert still on his simple white gown, describing the trip as she listened intently to his vivid descriptions in animated, compelling language. He had her laughing and marveling at his adventures and misadventures. Khadija would sell the goods he brought back for more than 100 percent profit, though that, while welcome, was not what moved her; it was his character, his being. Indeed, now she felt she had found her soulmate. Did he feel that too?

Life would never be the same for the orphan boy after he was approached by Khadija’s friend Nufaysah. “Why aren’t you married?”

“I don’t have the means,” Muhammad replied.

“What if you were given the means, and made a union with beauty, nobility, and property?”

Muhammad quite skeptically asked, “Who, pray, might that be?”

“Khadija bint Kuwaylid.”

“You’re joking.”

“Not at all.”

“If this is serious, for my part, with my whole heart I welcome it.”

Khadija was determined to make her own choice. Her father, who no doubt would have turned Muhammad down as “a person of no importance,” had died. She invited Muhammad to come to her, where she expressed her love for him and told him how much she admired his beauty of character and truth in speech. She proposed marriage to him, which, needless to say, he accepted, hardly believing this turn of events. Keeping with custom, Khadija’s uncle Amr represented her, and Muhammad was represented by Hamza, his friend and distant uncle, the warrior of the colorful dress. The young men went to Amr to ask for Khadija’s hand, and the dowry Muhammad was to give was set at twenty she camels. It made for good gossip in town, as it was as much a surprise for the Meccans as it was for the bridegroom.

So it came to pass in this particular love story that Khadija and Muhammad were married and would have four daughters together: Zaynab, Ruqayyah, Umm Kulthum, and Fatima. They never considered killing a girl baby at birth. They did have one son, Al-Qasim, who sadly died before he was two. This was an emotional blow, as a father’s standing and wealth were based on his number of sons. Yet Muhammad was very affectionate with his daughters. He loved children and joined in their laughter and games. And as it turned out, two boys would later join his household.

One was Ali, Talib’s youngest son. A severe drought struck that part of Arabia and hit Talib’s enterprises so hard that he could no longer feed his many children. Muhammad proposed to a friend that they take in a child until Talib was once again able to. So, five-year-old Ali joined the Muhammad household, where he would be treated as a son. And he would marry one of their daughters.

The other was Zayd, whose story is more out of the ordinary. Zayd was an undernourished, traumatized child who Khadija and Muhammad saw cowering in the slave market one day. They paid the asking price—with no bargaining—to the surprise of the slave master. Zayd was from the powerful northern tribe of Kalb and had been captured in a caravan attack. In the first year of his slavery in Mecca, each time he went to the Kaaba area, he prayed he’d see a familiar face from the proud Kalb tribe. After two years of living freely as a member of the Muhammad household, he saw some fellow tribals at the Kaaba. They happily recognized him. As was the custom of the time, Zayd composed a poem for them to take back to his parents. He wrote in part, “Weary not the camels scouring the earth for me, for I, praise be to God, am in the best of noble families, great in all its lines.” In other words, I’m fine here. Not what would have been expected. Of course, his father and uncle soon appeared to recover him, not trusting the message. The four met, and the father offered whatever ransom it would take.

Muhammad replied, speaking to Zayd, “You know me. It is your choice. No matter what you decide, there will be no ransom to pay.”

“I would not choose any man in preference to you; thou are my father and mother.”

The father and uncle couldn’t believe what they’d heard from this young man, now a decisive adolescent. Had they come all this way to be so humiliated?

“So, you choose slavery over freedom, and strangers over your own father and mother and true family. Out of our hearts then, you are not worthy.”

“That is how it is. I have seen from this man such things that I could never choose another above him.”

Muhammad cut off any further discussion and invited them to the Kaaba. There he spoke out in his loud voice, gathering the attention of all present. “To all of you here, may you be witnesses to my solemn words, that Zayd is my son. I am his heir and he is mine. He will be known in Mecca henceforth as Zayd bin Muhammad.”

Zayd embraced his father and uncle, who had to face the lonely trip north empty-handed but impressed by Muhammad’s action. They at least were assured Zayd was in good hands as a free person and came to look at it as maybe a good thing. Having a powerful connection in Mecca could help their family.

Muhammad gave most of his money away; thus this happy family had a frugal lifestyle. Talib rejecting Muhammad’s marriage request would turn out to be good fortune—perhaps, even, we could say good fortune for the world—as without Khadija, Muhammad’s life story would not be worth telling.



Later that afternoon Muhammad stirs, waking. His sleep has been agitated by dreams. When he opens his eyes, he sees his family looking hopefully at him. He smiles and they all smile back. Ali helps him to sit up so he can drink the proffered water. It’s evident he’s trying to orient himself, to absorb all that happened to him up in the cave. He spots a splotch of blood on his sleeve, triggering the memory of that out-of-control flight down the treacherous mountain slope.

They look to him for an explanation. How was the retreat? How did he get so scratched up?

He manages a faint smile, slightly shaking his head, as though it is not possible to explain.
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