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Part One
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Sir Reginald Mason sat on the corner of the bed with tears streaming down his face. “My love, I have to go. The life I lived before I met you was not honorable. I, too, easily fell in with friends of poor character. The Pope has called for a new crusade. To atone for my sins, I am duty bound to heed his call. There is much evil in the world, and to change that, I must change myself first.”

Sarah wiped the tears from her husband’s face. “But God can forgive you for whatever you’ve done right here. You don’t need to go to the Holy Land for that to happen. We are expecting our child soon. I need you with me,” she pleaded.

“I know,” Reginald said. “But this is something I have to do. You can use some of the gold the King gave us when I was knighted, to see you through until I return.”

“And what if you don’t?” Sarah cried. 

“God will protect me. Have faith.” Reginald kissed Annabel goodbye and later joined a small parade of soldiers coming from the countryside. They were also answering the Pope’s call. Many would not survive the journey.

King Richard I assembled a vast army, which Sir Reginald joined on the coast. They sailed from England and arrived in Genoa, Italy. There they sailed 1450 nautical miles to Antioch. Their final destination was to the port of Acre in Palestine. It was a grueling journey. Many died from lack of food, disease, or attacks on route. Richard took the port city and had initial successes, but he could not take the city of Jerusalem. This forced a peace treaty with Saladin, the Sultan of Egypt and Syria, because of the stalemate. During the conflict, Richard’s brother, Prince John, in England, did all in his power to keep the King from returning home. John was a scoundrel and not to be trusted; he wanted the throne for himself. 

Sir Reginald stayed safe in battle and was recognized by the King for his bravery. But in truth, his motive for being in the Holy Land was of a different kind. Glory was not to be grasped, and political power was not to be trusted; at least not from what he knew from his life in England. Everyone wanted power, riches, and fame. The barons who opposed John’s rule in Richard’s absence had valid complaints, but many were as corrupt as John himself. 

Reginald wanted an encounter with God and peace in his soul. What transpired saw his aims fulfilled. God would use him. He was summoned into the King’s tent on a dry dusty day. “Sir Reginald. I have a special mission for you, if you have the courage to undertake it,” King Richard commanded. 

“How may I serve you, my king?”

“I hear good things about you. You are to join some of my men on a peace mission in Jerusalem. I want you to inform me about Saladin’s sincerity before I meet with him myself. You will engage with his counselor’s first, and if you believe he can be trusted, I will join him at a later time to sign the documents.”

“But, why me?” Reginald asked. 

“It is reported that your motives for joining this crusade are about faith, not power or wealth. Is this true?”

“Yes, my King. It would be my honor to help bring peace between ourselves and the enemy. Jesus said, ‘blessed are the peacemakers.’”

“So, he did,” Richard smiled. “I’d rather the Muslims be defeated, but it is what it is. You will leave in the morning. I expect you to return in a few days, unless you are killed in Jerusalem. Try to keep your head on,” the King laughed.

The party of nine crusaders, some of whom were Knights Templar, left for Jerusalem the next morning. It took several days to reach their destination. Much of the discussion among the men centered on the riches they might gain if they served the King with distinction. “What about you, Sir Reginald?” one battle-scared man asked.

“While taking Jerusalem would have been a blessing, peace is preferable to unending war. I just want to get home and see my child. He should have been delivered by now, I suspect.”

“What if it’s a girl?” the soldier laughed. 

“If she is as beautiful as my wife, I would be blessed.”

On the outskirts of the city, their troop was met by a sizable band of Saladin’s soldiers and escorted to his headquarters near the Western wall and the Dome of the Rock. Little was said.

Sir Reginald and his men dismounted and were shown inside a lavish building. “You will wash before you are to be fed,” a man with a turban advised. “This is a first,” one of the English soldiers said. Smelling himself, he laughed. “They probably found us on the road by following the odor.”

While they were bathing, women whose faces were covered collected their clothes to be washed. Robes were given to each man to wear until their own clothes were dry enough to wear. The men were led to a hall where food was offered. Fruits and cheeses, bread with olive oil, and savory wine were served. It was the best meal they had eaten for months.

As the men waited for their clothing, an older imam, a Muslim cleric named Taif Amin, arrived on the scene and whispered to Sir Reginald. “I must speak with you before you have your meeting with Saladin’s negotiators. Come with me.”

Reginald was shocked that the man spoke such fluent English. I wonder what this is all about? He found his answer soon enough. “I’ll be back shortly,” he told his men. Reginald followed the Imam through a series of halls. 

The man looked in every direction, making sure they were not followed. He entered a small room where scrolls were rolled up inside of large urns. He pointed to a chair for Reginald to sit. “What I am about to tell you will be difficult for you to believe, but I swear by the Prophet that it is true.”

“Go on,” Reginald said.

The man took a chair opposite him and looked intently at his guest. “I saw you in a dream several nights ago on your way to Jerusalem. Allah spoke to me, saying that it was you to whom I must entrust the treasure.”

“What does your God have to do with me?” Reginald swallowed hard.

“If I said this out loud, in the presence of my people, I would be killed. But I know this to be true. You and I have the same spiritual father in Abraham and it says in the Koran that we and Christians should be brothers. Our Muslim faith has been hijacked by extremist elements whose only desire is power. My family possesses of a stone whose value could corrupt even the most devout. Should it fall into the hands of Saladin or his generals, their power would be total. Your country and all the west would fall under the onslaught of his army. He could arm and pay tens of thousands of men. His ambitions would never be thwarted. God has shown me this.”

“Why would you entrust such a fortune to someone you have never met, and what makes you believe I wouldn’t give it to my king who would vanquish your own?” Reginald asked.

“Allah has told me you have a pure heart. In addition, he told me that the forgiveness you seek from him is yours to have. Given this, I bow to his will and trust that you will be faithful to what I have told you. No one, no matter how illustrious, can acquire this treasure. You and your descendants must keep the stone safe. Perhaps God will show you when or how it can be used for good, but until then, you must keep it safe and in your family’s care.”

Sir Reginald was speechless for some time. Only his tears revealed to the Imam what this declaration meant to him. “It must be God,” he said. “Forgiveness is what I sought from this crusade. Only he could have told you this. I don’t understand how this could be, but I accept the charge you have given me.”

“You have spoken well, but I see puzzlement in your expression,” the Imam said. 

“You see correctly, sir. How is it possible for me to carry a treasure so vast back to England without being found out? It would weigh down dozens of carts if it is as valuable as you say.”

The Imam smiled. He opened his robe and withdrew a leather pouch and handed it to Reginald. “Open it and you will understand.”

With trembling hands, he untied the string holding the pouch closed. He turned the pouch upside down. Falling into his palm was a ruby of such brilliance that it took his breath away. Nowhere in the world could there be such a prize, he knew without a doubt. The stone was as large as a goose egg and, even if cut, would dwarf any precious stone in existence.

“Wars, using the money from its sale, would be unending,” the Imam said. “Power-hungry men must never obtain it.”

“Where did you find this?” Reginald asked in amazement. 

The Imam made a terse smile. “It has been passed down through my family for centuries. Even I don’t know its origin. We have sworn to keep it safe for the very reasons I have explained to you. Now, however, it is no longer safe with me. Recent rumors of its existence make that plain. Because of what God has shown me, you are to be its new guardian and take it safely out of our country. Do you swear by God to accept this charge?”

Reginald thought long and hard before he answered. “I will do what you have asked. God help me.”  
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Chapter Two
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By the time his meeting was over, the desert sun had dried Reginald’s men’s clothing and they dressed for their negotiation meeting. He stuffed the pouch and the weight of the world inside his tunic and left with the others.

As expected, Saladin was not present at the meeting. Several clerics and his generals sat opposite Sir Reginald and his men. The Imam who had met with him served as interpreter throughout the negotiations. Harsh words were spoken initially by both sides, but eventually the sworn enemies settled down to business. Three days later, Sir Reginald spoke. “I believe you have spoken in good faith, and I will convey your positions to my king when I return. I am certain that he will agree to the terms and will want an audience with Saladin himself. If you agree, I will arrange for King Richard to come here as soon as possible. I assume some of your men will accompany us to our camp and escort him back to Jerusalem with his entourage.”

“It will be so,” the chief negotiator said. “We leave with you at sunrise.” 

Reginald said goodbye to the Imam. “My life will never be the same, not because of the stone, but because of the message of forgiveness you gave. I fear we will never meet again, except perhaps in heaven, should God allow. Peace to you.”

Upon Sir Reginald’s return to King Richard, he assured his sovereign that the negotiators had acted in good faith. “Saladin is ready to meet you to finalize the treaty. I have one request which I hope you will understand?” Reginald asked nervously.
“And what might that be?” the king asked.

“I am eager to return home to see my wife and child. As you may remain in the Holy Land for some time to complete the arrangements, would you allow me to take a few men with me and go back to England?”

“You have served me faithfully,” Richard said. “I grant your request, but will you be safe with only a small guard to accompany you?”

“It’s worth the risk,” Reginald said. “Thank you, my King.”

While the King gathered his troop to return with Saladin’s men to Jerusalem, Reginald asked for volunteers to return with him to England. Several of his men agreed on the condition that they be rewarded for their service to him if they made it home safely. 

Reginald selected seven of them he considered reliable and had demonstrated courage in battle. They set out toward home the next morning, just before sunrise. The night before, he gave a Templar a letter to his wife. He knew their network would likely deliver it well before he got home himself. They had fortified locations across the continent and delivered goods and communications throughout Europe and England. 

My darling, Sarah. By permission of the King, I am returning home to hold you in my arms and to see our new child. King Richard and his men are staying behind in Jerusalem and may take months more to return. I come home early, with a new lease on life. I now know my forgiveness is assured. Until I see you, God bless. Your loving servant, Reginald. 

While he and his men travelled as fast as possible, the letter made it to England two weeks before Reginald did. Sarah wept tears of joy when she read his message. Thank you, God, she said to herself many times a day. 

What Reginald failed to realize almost cost him his life. A lone traveler followed him and his men at a distance for two weeks. One night, asleep in his tent, a knife was put to his throat. He felt the cold blade slice through his skin. “Where is it?” his attacker whispered. “I know you have it.”

Before he could respond, the man slumped forward. His full body weight sank into Reginald’s chest. A moment later, one of his men pulled the assailant off. A dagger impaled the man between his shoulder blades, killing him instantly.

“Who’s your visitor?” the soldier laughed. “It seems he didn’t have the proper invitation.”

Reginald recovered his wits. “Thank you, Jeffery. I don’t know who he is, or how he got inside my tent. I owe you my life.”

“All in a day’s work,” the man said. “Besides, with you dead, how would I get paid to babysit you on the way home?” 

“Point taken,” Reginald nodded.

For the rest of the journey, he worried about the encounter. Not the assault itself, but knowing that at least one man knew about the stone he carried. So much for secrets. Thankfully, that was the only incident for the rest of the journey. Sir Reginald arrived home on the outskirts of London on a cold fall day. 

Sarah saw him coming and raced out of their home and literally jumped into Reginald’s arms. After a dozen kisses, she took him by the hand. “Come meet your new son,” she exclaimed.

“A son?” he asked. “The Lord has truly blessed us.” Little Archibald, named after Reginald’s deceased father, and who would go by Archie for the rest of his life, was just turning one. He stared up with his baby blue eyes, trying his best to fathom this new creature in his life. Finally, Archie burped and closed his eyes to go to sleep in his mother’s arms.

“Such a fine greeting,” Reginald laughed. “He’ll be mortified when he’s older.”

King Richard eventually returned to England after a massive ransom was paid to his kidnapper, Duke Leopold. He reconciled with his brother, Prince John, and made him his heir. After a second coronation, Richard left to conquer Normandy, but was killed before he made it back home. John became King which produced serious strife with the people for excessive taxation, and bickering with his barons.

Shortly before King Richard left for Normandy, he summoned Sir Reginald and his wife to the palace. “I wonder what he wants of me now?” Reginald fretted. He soon got his answer. 

“Sir Reginald, and Lady Sarah, it is past time for me to reward you adequately for your service in Jerusalem. Before I leave for Normandy to claim land rightfully ours, I wish to give you lands and sufficient funds to build a proper manor for you and your family to be held in perpetuity. I was greeted by an old Imam while in Jerusalem who told me that your patience and wisdom were largely responsible to the successful outcome.”

“My Lord, I only did what you asked. I’m certain that others contributed to the result.”

“While true, all the others have badgered me endlessly for favors. You have not requested a thing. Your kind letter thanking me for trusting you is the only communication I have received from you. Therefore, your reward will surpass all the others combined. I trust that should I need your services in the future, you will attend me at once,” the King laughed.

King Richard handed Sir Reginald a document that spelled out his rewards, stamped with the King’s seal. “You may read it at your leisure, though I doubt you will be prepared for its contents.”

That was an incredible understatement. Immediately upon their return home, he and Sarah read its contents. Sarah had a keen mind and taught herself to read as a young girl. While that was frowned upon, it made her quite useful to her father and her husband.

He and Sarah were granted several hundred acres of prime pasture land and forests teeming with deer and other game. The financial reward was life-changing, to say the least. With the money, they could build as stately a manor as any in England. By employing tenant farmers, income from their labors would sustain the land for generations to come. As the years went by, and their home was complete, Reginald’s only worry was what to do with the ruby. He understood he wouldn’t live forever, and he felt an obligation to assure its safekeeping beyond his lifetime. 

He and Sarah were blessed with two more sons and a daughter, they named Clara, Allice, Mason. Reginald was proud of his sons, but Clara had a special place in his heart. By age ten, she could ride and hunt as well as her older brothers. What impressed him the most was her kindheartedness to the many families that worked the land on her father’s estate. 

When Clara was seventeen, Reginald lost his great love, Sarah. The fever had scoured the countryside in search of victims. Besides Sarah, he lost two of his sons as well. The eldest, Archie, and the youngest, Steven, died only days after their mother. Reginald’s once large family was reduced to himself, Clara, and his middle son, Blake. 

London was even worse. Thousands perished. Bodies were stacked up in the streets, and the dead were buried in mass graves. It took a full year for the scourge to dissipate and life returned to normal. Normal, but filled with grief for Sir Reginald and what remained of his family. 

It was dangerous for Reginald to have but one son remaining. Should anything happen to him, the succession would be in jeopardy, with Clara being the only heir. She would become easy prey for unscrupulous men who would want her and her lands for themselves. 

This was especially important, because while his son Blake was a kind and gentle boy of twelve, he was not as bright nor as forceful as his father would have hoped. Reginald feared the boy could be taken advantage of in tumultuous times.

A year after Sarah’s death, Reginald met the daughter of a wealthy landowner. While she was many years his junior, there was no denying the spark between them at their first encounter. She was appropriately named as far as Reginald was concerned. Grace Templeton was beautiful, inside and out, as he learned over time. Besides everything else, her Christian faith set her apart from her peers. 

Reginald’s own life was rooted in his understanding and gratitude for the forgiveness he had been given, and his utter trust in the God who had redeemed him. After a year of courting, Grace agreed to become his wife. 

“Father, I’m so happy for you,” Clara said one day. “I know she can never replace my mother, but I truly love Miss Grace, and I see how happy she makes you.” Clara was now twelve and her brother Blake was fourteen. Six months later, Sir Reginald wed Grace Templeton in a well-attended ceremony at the London Temple Church built by the Templar Knights. A reception was held at Reginald’s estate. It was a lavish affair. 

Two of the men who had accompanied him back to England from the Holy Land were present. “It is rare that a man is blessed by having two beautiful wives in a lifetime,” Jeremy Downing said. “I was pained when I learned about Clara’s death and that of your two sons. I’m terribly sorry. I lost my parents to the fever in the same year. It was certainly no respecter of persons.”

“I’m glad you could attend the wedding,” Reginald said. “It’s been too long since I’ve seen you. Do you have a family of your own?” 

“Thankfully, I have a wife and two daughters, but no sons yet. We are working on that at present,” Jeremy smiled. Out of the corner of his eye, Reginald spotted a splendidly dressed Islamic trader in attendance. Why is he here? he wondered. “Let’s talk again soon, Jeremy. I see some guests I need to greet.” 

“Of course. Many blessings to you and your new bride.”

Reginald set across the room to meet the trader, but paused in mid-stride. He recognized the man who had taken part in the negotiations in Jerusalem between Saladin and King Richard. Of all those present, this man seemed to be the least honorable of those in attendance. His mind went back to the attack on the way home to England. I wouldn’t be surprised if this man was behind it all, Reginald thought. The men locked eyes. Reginald felt the coldness between them. Rather than meet the man, he turned away and set off to find his new bride.

A week later, Reginald’s suspicions were justified. The Islamic trader was caught inside the library after midnight. Upon questioning, the man refused to divulge what he was looking for. His excuse was that he was a collector of rare books. Reginald was having none of it. He felt in his bones that the man was after the stone. The thief was thrown in prison and was found murdered in his cell a month later.

Believing that more than one person must now know about the ruby, Reginald realized he had to protect it better from anyone else that might try to steal it. He never told his former wife or children about the stone, or the circumstances surrounding it. A week later, Reginald decided what to do. 

Thieves would relentlessly look for any potential hiding place in the manor house or on the grounds. Eventually, someone would find it unless Reginald came up with an unlikely strategy. 

On a warm spring day, he rode north for two days
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