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PONDERLOT





     BY CAZ CONVINE

Author’s note - This is not a regular Bonanza Fanzine story.  It’s the Cartwrights in an entirely different setting, the 9th century.  I’ve made the characters a bit more exaggerated than I normally would, to fit the times and the light hearted story line.  Please take it as a little offbeat and crazy, which is how I wanted it to be.  I hope you enjoy it.  Thanks for reading.  Love Caz 

 . . .A long time ago in a western far, far away, a young man with a love for books and adventure fell from his horse while day dreaming.  His family nursed him for days, while he drifted in semi-consciousness.  His mind, confused by fever and unacknowledged longings, produced a long, realistic dream, merging his favorite book about knights, King Arthur, the Round table and Camelot, with his family, his ranch and his hot-blooded desires for his dream woman.

Thus I bring you the tale of  . . . . . 

PONDERLOT (A Bonanza Story with a Difference) by Caz

Adam tossed and turned on his bed, his sheets damp with sweat and his naked body burning with fever.  His father sat at his side, worried and helpless.  Apart from sponging him with cool water, there was nothing to do but sit and wait for him to regain consciousness.  Ben hadn’t slept since the accident.  He couldn’t, he was too worried about his eldest son.  Adam was strong, but Ben was concerned about his mind.  He’d been muttering strange sayings in his delirium.  Words that Ben didn’t understand. 

At last, close to three in the morning, Adam seemed to be sleeping soundly.  Ben got up from his chair and decided to get a few hours sleep.  There was nothing else he could do now.  It was up to his son to recover.  As he left the room, he thought he heard the words . . .White Knight . . .being uttered from his son’s lips.  Strange, thought Ben, but he was too tired to listen for more.  He retired, leaving Adam alone.  Alone with his dream . . ..

THE DREAM

Adam strode confidently towards his waiting destrier.  His squires could barely hold the powerful black as it stamped and wheeled.  The horse with its 200 pounds of armor in place was ready for battle.  It saw its master approaching and seemed to smell the blood of the joust.  Adam donned the large black metal helmet handed to him by his brother.  Slipping it over his head, it rested on the heavy chain mail at his throat.

‘Watch him, brother.  He’s the best in the Southern region.’

‘Until now.’  Adam spoke the truth with confidence.  He mounted the Shire, making the task look smooth and easy, even with the incredible weight of his black suit of armor.

‘Watch his eyes, keep low.’  Prince Eric watched his brother rein his fiery stallion and head for the Jousting arena.  He knew his brother was the best in the land, but it didn’t stop his concern.  He walked with the squires to the royal box.  He would be ready to help Adam if anything went wrong.

The arena was deserted this day.  Only the resident knights were milling around, waiting to see Prince Adam take on a challenger from the Southern Province.  It was understood that anyone who could stand against him in a joust would win the right to train as a knight for the King.  Or, indeed, if he were good enough to defeat Adam, he would be hailed as the King’s defender.  But, to this point, that had not yet happened.

Eric watched his brother line up at the end closest to him.  The challenger on a blood bay horse steadied himself at the opposite end of the run.  As they were about to start, the King appeared on the dais, close to Eric.

‘Who is it today?’  The commanding voice of King Benjamin took Eric by surprise.

‘Just a peasant from the south. Adam won’t be troubled.’

‘But I am troubled.’  Eric turned to his father and saw his worried expression.

‘Why, father.  He’s the best in the land.  He’s never been defeated.’

‘There’s always a first time.  And I fear it will be before he has wed and sired an heir to the throne.  I must have an heir.  That is his duty as first born.  Not this gallivanting around the country, leading battles and winning lands and jousts.’

Eric smiled wryly at his father.

‘Something on your mind, boy.  Speak it, or be silent!’  The king’s words wiped the smile off his middle son’s face.

‘Well, father, I don’t think Adam’s too worried about providing you with an heir.  He figures Prince Joseph will produce enough to compensate for both of us, should we not wed.’  Eric turned back to the arena, not wishing to see his father’s face turn red with anger and shame.  They sat in silence, waiting for the starting flag.

The flag whipped downwards, rippling in the wind.  The horses reared and snorted and started their deadly charge toward each other.  Eric watched as Adam held his lance straight and steady.  His concentration and strength was incredible.   The challenger faulted.  He was knocked to the ground with a sickening dent in the metal, right above his heart.  

Adam’s charger turned and pranced, ready for a second run, but the challenger had been defeated by one swift blow.  Adam dismounted calmly, and walked to the moaning figure.  He reached him, and removed the heavy helmet.  The man inside lay groaning not seriously hurt, as Adam had pulled the force of the blow, but his opponent was winded and bruised.

‘You have some more practice to do, boy.  Go and spend some time with the knights.  Perhaps they can find a job for you.’  Adam smiled at the young face revealed.  So many young men wanted to try their skill.  Through long experience, Adam could judge a young fighter’s potential for knighthood. ‘Yes, sire, I will do my best.’  The challenger coughed and tried to sit up as Adam signaled his squires to take the horses and see to the young man’s injuries.

‘Adam, wait up.  Where are you off to now?’  Eric hurried to catch up with his brother, who moved quickly out of the arena and headed for the castle.

‘I’m expecting my general from the east, I have to make sure there are no uprisings there.’  Adam kept walking as he shrugged off his heavy gloves.

‘Father is talking about you being wed again.’

‘Let him talk.  He knows I refuse to marry one of those royal witches he has lined up for me.  And you brother, you beware also.  They’ll poison your mind.’  Adam turned to his larger but younger brother and smiled with amusement.  ‘Let Joseph handle them.’

‘But Adam, you know he want’s you to marry first.  Otherwise he will loose face with the other royalty abroad.’

‘Then, so be it, little brother.  I’ll not sell my intelligence and my soul to a mindless Princess just to produce an heir.’  Adam turned off to his private chambers, and Eric let him go.  It was the same argument every time.  And tonight, at the table, he and his father would argue over it once more.  Adam was stubborn.  He wanted a woman who was his equal.  He wanted one that would challenge him in every way.   Unfortunately, among the suitable blue bloods, there was not one that fitted Adam’s requirements. Nor Eric’s, he had to admit.  On this score, he had to side with his brother.

Adam reached his private rooms and sighed heavily.  He’d hoped his father would give up urging him to marry, and concentrate on the youngest of the family.  At least Joseph was ready for it. Adam sighed again as he called for his personal servant to undress him.

‘Sire, I hope it was a good match for you today?’  Ross his personal assistant and friend began the difficult task of removing Adam’s armor.

‘No, it was not, but maybe he will be worthy in a couple of years.’

‘Perhaps you will be challenged by the White Knight,” Ross said.  He’s creating quite a stir in the north, I’m told.’

I haven’t heard of this Knight.  Tell me more.’

Ross worked at the metal couplings.

‘Well, sire, he’s defeated some of the bravest in our Northern cities.  His reputation is growing by the month.  I’ve heard talk of it at the local drinking houses.’

‘Interesting.’  Adam flexed his muscles as his upper body was freed from the constricting metal cage.

‘The White Knight.  Who’s he fought?’

‘Talk has it that he defeated Count Coffee of Carson and The Lord of Washoe.  Formidable opponents, wouldn’t you say, Sire?’

‘They were killed?’  Adam frowned; he considered both of these men good friends and allies.

‘No, but it was close for Count Coffee.  They weren’t jousting to the death, but I hear tell, the White Knight wanted to finish him off.  He was constrained by the other contestants.’

‘White Knight, sounds more like a Black Knight.  Why is he called that?’

Ross strained as he carried the suit of armor into the adjoining room.  

‘Apparently, he bears a white leopard on his breastplate.  A most unusual crest.’

‘White Leopard, the snow leopard?’

‘Yes and from its mouth drips blood, as if it has just made a fresh kill.’

Adam grimaced.  He had killed out of necessity in war, and occasionally where the tournament demanded it, but to kill for pleasure, he would never understand that, although he knew many men whom it excited.

‘He sounds formidable.’

‘What if he were to challenge you, sire?’  Ross inquired as he did up Adam’s black leather tunic.

‘Then, I would fight him, of course.’  Adam swiveled around and took his sword from Ross.

‘Sire, shall I tell the king you will be in for supper?’

Adam thought for a moment.  His father was always difficult when he was thinking about weddings and heirs.

‘Tell him I’ll not be joining him for dinner, that I’m meeting with my general.’

‘Very good, sire.’

Adam decided he would go for a long ride out into the countryside and spend some quiet time on his own.  He’d been feeling despondent lately, about his life and where he was headed.  It wasn’t that he didn’t want to marry and give his father heirs.  It was just the rules that went along with that, for him, anyway.  He was to marry into royalty.  But every royal princess around was spoiled, timid, airy, delicate or boring.  Adam didn’t care for anyone of them.  Several times, his father arranged feasts and he'd have them all attend, trying to push them at his son.

Adam didn’t want a woman like that.  He wanted one who would be his equal, in mind and in spirit.  As he got his favorite stallion from the royal stables, Adam tried to imagine what his ideal woman would be like.  He was starting to despair that she even existed, as he’d never met one whom measured up.  Not even among the commoners.

As he was about to ride out, a flashy golden horse approached and the sound of laughter rang out.  Adam smiled wryly as he recognized the voice of his youngest brother and a fair maiden he’d been chasing for the last week.  They both sat the same horse, and Prince Joseph was holding her tightly, as she giggled.

‘Well, afternoon, brother.  I see you’ve been giving the fair Maryanne some more riding lessons.’  Adam lazily slung one leg over the saddle of his horse and looked at the couple accusingly.

‘Well, if it isn’t my diligent and hardheaded brother, Adam.  What, the joust over already?’  Joseph smiled a wide smile and tightened up his grip on the reins and the giggling Maryanne.

‘Long ago, brother.  Have you taken your test for the knighthood yet?’

‘Ah, alas, that can wait. I find I’ve had little time for battle play.  After all, you represent the family so well in that area.’  Joseph, always trying to weasel out of work, helped Maryanne down from the horse in an intimate fashion.

‘Well, that battle play, as you call it, may be required should we have trouble with the neighboring Frisco county.  I can’t be worried about keeping you alive, when I have to defend the castle.’  Adam crossed his arms and looked seriously at his wayward brother.

‘Ah, but Adam, I have every confidence in you that when the time comes, you will be there for me.’

Adam watched in silence as Joseph drifted off, teasing and poking the young woman.  Adam despaired even more.  If his brother got into trouble, as far as a girl was concerned, it would be a disgrace to the royal family for him to wed before his eldest brother.  Adam could feel the pressures bearing on him as he slowly rode out of the yard and headed for the open lands.
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‘A Royal Tournament?  But father, I have arranged to take the legion out to the Frisco border, to check we are not being invaded.’

‘Invasions, invasions, is that all you think about, son?  What good are lands and titles, if there is no one to carry on the royal crest.’  King Benjamin once again trotted out the argument that Adam avoided the night before.

‘Father, I’m not going to marry any of those, those. . .’

‘I’ll marry ‘em, father.’  Joseph laughed gaily but trailed off when his father gave him a murderous look from across the large wooden table.

‘Father, I think you should listen to Adam.  He’s right, there’s not one of those royal daughters that are worth their salt.’  Eric left his food for a moment to comment.

‘Oh and I suppose you’re going to refuse to take one of them, too.  Well, I’ve never met two more stubborn, righteous, cantankerous, spoiled sons!’

The King stopped yelling when he realized he was talking to two stone walls.  Taking his place again, he continued with his idea.

‘As I said, there will be a tournament.  All the knights from the surrounding countries will be invited.  We will hold games, and feasts, and yes, you will choose a bride.  I don’t care if you wed her and never speak to her again, as long as I get an heir to the throne.’  Adam grimaced.  He couldn’t think of anything worse than just getting married to complete his princely obligations.

Joseph was chuckling away.  He didn’t understand his brother’s reluctance to wed one of the pretty princesses.  In fact, if Joseph didn’t have to wait for his siblings to make up their minds first, he would’ve already been wed thrice over.  In fact, the only thing stopping him would be to have to choose.

‘And Joseph, I expect you to enter the tournament this year also.  You should be coming along now, since you’ve been studying with the senior knights.’  Benjamin looked at his youngest and saw his good humor disappear.

‘Well, father, truth is, I don’t think I’m quite ready yet.  After all, someone has to see to the guests while Adam and Eric are doing battle.’  Joseph hated jousting and hand to hand combat, which was Eric’s specialty.  He didn’t care too much for the riggers of training.  He much preferred to socialize.  Adam’s humor returned as the heat was removed from him.

‘Joseph, you will compete and you will do this family proud, you hear me.?’ barked the King.

That night, the three of them sat in silence for a while in the great hall, finishing their dinner.  They hadn’t spoken much all day. Winter was just about over, but still the huge greystone castle was cold.  Large fireplaces did their best to keep the heat up, but tonight Adam couldn’t wait to get back to his private chambers where he had a cozy bedroom and roaring fire to warm him.

‘I’m going to retire.  I’ll have to be up early to change the legions orders in the morning and work out a new strategy.’  He got up and bade farewell to his family and walked from the room.  The King finally had a smile on his face, as he’d been successful in altering Adam’s plans.

As Adam stretched out on his bed, he again began thinking of his ideal woman.  She would have long, dark hair, he thought, with perhaps a hint of deep red running through it that would glisten in the sun.  With eyes the color of emeralds.  And she would be strong, yet feminine and tall too, as he was.  She would have a quick mind and a sense of humor that would equal his.  And she would be passionate and wild in his bed.  Her naked body would wrap around his perfectly and they would match each other’s insatiable desires.  Adam was a virile man, and he needed a woman who would keep up with him in every respect.  Not one who had fainting spells every time he crushed her to his body.  He had of course in the past indulged in pleasures of the flesh with many women, but now he was becoming very choosy.

Adam sighed as he pulled the warm furs up around his chest, thick with silken curls of dark hair.  Was there such a woman?  He had to find her soon, as he couldn’t fight his father much longer.  When the King made up his mind on something, there was little any of them could do.  Adam usually got his way, but there was no easy way out of this situation.

The worst part was that the Princesses lusted after him.  Adam was considered the most eligible prince in the world, with the holding of the great Ponderlot Kingdom as his legacy.  He was devastatingly handsome, with his dark brooding looks and aloof demeanor.  And the fact that he didn’t want any of the royal women, made them even more determined to have him.  They chased after him mercilessly, making his temper even worse.  If he wanted a woman, he expected to do the chasing, not the other way around.  At least Joseph was there to temporarily distract them, which was sometimes a blessing.

Adam tossed and turned in his cocoon of furs.  Perhaps he wouldn’t have to worry.  Maybe the White Knight would take up the challenge of the tournament, and defeat him.  Adam was a positive person, but just lately, dying gloriously in battle seemed preferable to a bad, loveless marriage.  He fell into an uneasy sleep.







*

The first day of the weeks of festivities dawned fine and warm.  Spring was in the air, as the lavish gardens around the main castle blossomed.  Scores of servants worked feverishly to ready the grounds, guestrooms, tournament arenas and township.  Everyone was looking forward to the festivities, except Adam.  He sat, alone and dejected on one of the outside turrets of the castle roof.  He watched the procession of royalty, courtiers, guests and servants as they approached the castle gates in droves. Dozens of them were arriving.

He saw the standards of several families he knew well.  Unfortunately, their daughters were also with them.  The only thing of interest to him, was the arrival of Count Coffee’s entourage.  He was keen to speak to him about his recent battle with the White Knight.  He wondered if the Knight would accept the personal challenge that he’d sent out by messenger.  If he had to suffer this undignified matchmaking, then at least he would look forward to a little decent sport with the tournament.

Much later, Adam decided to go down to the main courtyard.  His father would be furious with him, for not being there earlier to greet the guests.  As he walked along the high battlements, he spotted a magnificent horse galloping at great pace across the thick green meadow to the east.  The horse was an albino, pure white.  His chest was heaving with the pace, but he carved the ground under him with ease.  His mane and tail were streaming.  Adam admired the beautiful animal as it came closer.

He was curious to see the rider, but armor and weaponry hid him.  He frowned.  Could this be the White Knight?  He was too far away to see the crest on his breastplate, but Adam didn’t think it could be anyone else.  Smiling with satisfaction, he left the turrets, and started down the rows of stone steps.  He would have something to look forward to after all.

Adam was anxious to meet the White Knight, but as soon as his father spotted him, he was dragged into the official royal task of meeting and greeting their guests.  Adam hated this chore, as did Eric, whom he noticed was nowhere to be found.  As they lined up in the great room in the main body of the castle, he looked down the long line of guests he had to receive.  He noticed the endless line of Princesses, primping and preening.  His head started to ache.  He shoved Joseph to his right, so his brother could work on them first, and hopefully take their attention away from him.

It didn’t work, as the first one to approach, Princess Deanna from Fornialand, rudely skipped Joseph and came straight to him.

‘Prince Adam, how wonderful to see you again.  I’m able to sit with you at the official dinner, and I have brought my special silk handkerchief for you to carry with you during the joust.’   Adam smiled benevolently as she droned on.  She was pretty enough, but she didn’t have any other ambition apart from perfecting her needlepoint.

‘Well, I’m sure I’ll see you at the dinner,’ he managed to answer.

‘Oh that would be superb.  But, oh, I’m feeling a little dizzy.’  Adam grimaced as she feigned a little spell.  He then called swiftly to Joseph and got his brother to help her away.  Women, he thought, as he pasted a smile on his face for the next one.

That night, Adam looked around at the feast for the White Knight.  Most of the visiting knights were attending, and were seated on a far table.  He knew most of them and he left his place next to the air headed Princess Claudia to go talk with them.  He found Count Coffee, who was glad to see him.  The Count was getting on in years, about his own father’s age, Adam thought.  But he was still a strong opponent and very cunning.

‘Ah, Prince Adam, good to see you again.’  The Count rose to his feet and Adam saw that he moved with difficulty.

‘Count, you too.  I heard you were badly wounded.  I trust you are all right now?’  Adam took a seat next to him, and poured a goblet of mead.

‘I’m on the mend, boy.  Still, I won’t be able to take part in the sport this year.  But, I’ve got my young lads here to give you a good challenge, I hope.’

“Excellent.’  Adam smiled and acknowledged the other Coffees around him.

‘Say, Count, I heard it was a challenger called the White Knight that struck you down, is that correct?’

‘Well, news carries I see.  Yes, that’s right.  One of the toughest opponents I’ve ever struck.  Except for you, of course.’

‘Of course.’   Adam smiled at the compliment.

‘I hear tell he might come this week.’  Adam turned expectant eyes around the table, checking there were no strangers present.  

‘That is so, boy.  As a matter of fact, he arrived today.  My boy told me he saw him at the stables, tending to that white beast of his.’

Adam raised his eyebrows.  It had been him he’d seen come across on the Albino.

‘Why isn’t he here, then?’  I would like to meet him, if only to work out how I can defeat him for you.’

‘Ah, he’s not taken to socializing, lad.  You see, he’s disfigured.’  Adam frowned.

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, he never shows his face.  He wears a sort of mask and his armor most of the time.  It seems when he was a lad he was badly burned.  He grew strong, after the accident and is extraordinarily skilled with the sword and lance, but he will not show his face or mix with people.  His appearance is said to be hideous.’

Adam sat back and sipped his drink.  He thought on this information and wondered what life would be like for this man.  He must have worked hard to come back from such an injury.  No wonder he was good at his jousting.  It was probably the only way he had to gain self-esteem.  Adam was certainly curious to meet him, now.

“Where did he come from?  Who trained him?’  

‘Not sure, but rumors are around that he came from men who fought under the great King William of Oregon.  His crest is a derivative of that royal strain.

‘The Great King William.  He was a legend.  The best and fairest ruler ever, next to my father for the last thousand years.  He was a good friend of King Benjamin’s.’

‘Yes, and as you would recall, he and his entire family, his wife and five children where massacred near on twenty years ago, during the raid from the snowbird tribes in the far north.’

‘That’s right.  His land was taken and his castle destroyed. I was just a boy at the time. I remember how upset my father was for a long time after that, but there was nothing he could do.  The snowbirds were too many.’

‘This Knight may know more of the history, if it’s all true.’  Count Coffee drained his mug of ale.

‘Will he not talk to me?’

‘I don’t know, he doesn’t say much, and I don’t think he particularly likes his fellow man.  I think he’s been taunted much in his life.’

Both men sat back and discussed the White Knight and other topics for a good while, until an insistent Princess Claudia came looking for Adam.  

‘Sire, they are about to have the dancing.  And you promised me the first.’  She held out her lily-white hand and Adam reluctantly took it.

‘It seems I have other duties.  I’ll talk to you later.’  Adam bade farewell to the group and took the Princess out to the center of the feasting hall.  A lot of other couples joined them for the Tudor style dancing.

‘Darling Adam, don’t you want to kiss me?’  Adam was trying desperately to get away from Princess Beatrice, who had cornered him on his way out to the stables.  He’d hoped for a few words with the elusive White Knight, but instead he found himself trapped yet again.

‘Beatrice, it’s not the time or the place, do you mind?’  Adam brushed her aside and continued to walk.

‘Prince Adam, you promised me a dance and I did not get one!  I can scream, then the guards will come out and I’ll tell them you ravaged me, then you will have to swear loyalty to me.’

Adam stopped in his tracks and rubbed his tired eyes.  Would they never leave him alone?  He turned back to the girl, who stood with a triumphant look on her face.  He walked slowly back to her.

‘You know I can’t swear loyalty to any of you yet.’  Adam backed away as she approached.

‘But Adam, why not?  I have everything you could want.  Lands, riches, a beautifully decorated castle.  I did the work myself you know.  I picked out the curtains, the matching bear rugs, and some of the ornaments from the spoils of the Northern wars that daddy attended back in the….’

Adam sighed and leaned against the wall as she waffled on.  She was beautiful, tall and had brown hair, but boy, did she talk.  She never shut up.  And boring!  Adam wondered if she’d talk even while making love.  He decided to test his theory and leaned forward and kissed her on the lips.  She barely missed a beat, stopping for a moment, then continuing on with the detail of her castle home decoration.

He ended up pulling her by the arm and dropping her off back at the main feast.  Joseph was entertaining several of the women with tall tales of his non existent battle experiences, while Eric, Adam was glad to see, was talking to a rather nice looking woman he didn’t recognize.  Perhaps his brother was going to be more fortunate than he this night.  After dodging a couple more girls, Adam went back to his chambers.  He firmly bolted the door behind him, as he didn’t trust any of those women one bit.  He was not going to be caught in a compromising position and be forced to marry any of them.  He was too smart for that.  He regretted not having spoken to the White Knight, but he would meet him sooner or later, anyway.

The next day, he was fully focused on his task.  The preliminary jousts were taking place between the less experienced challengers, and Adam spent some time watching them while training for his match the following day.  Midday, he saw the big white horse leave the stables with a rider atop.  He decided to follow and after collecting his black from the squire, he galloped away in the same direction.

He soon saw the horse and rider, who were only cantering at an easy pace.  He quickly caught up, startling the rider on the albino.

‘Good afternoon, sir.  I wondered if I might ride with you.  I couldn’t help admiring your fine steed and I have heard many great things about your abilities.’

The rider, who was covered in a full light metal tunic and a wrapped hood, turned his face away from Adam and urged his horse faster.  Adam increased his speed to keep up.  The white had incredible stamina, and after a long hard gallop, Adam pulled his mount up.  The white horse kept on, never missing a beat.  Adam wondered more and more about the man.  He was not one he should take lightly.  He would have to be very careful.  A man who didn’t allow friendship of any kind to cloud his judgement was certainly dangerous.
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The next day was Adam’s first joust, which he won easily.  The other knight was not seriously hurt, and Adam was thrown several silk handkerchiefs from the Princesses watching.  After an intimidating look from his father, he reluctantly picked them up.  He then watched the White Knight’s first joust.  The man was deadly.  His lance was straight, true and accurate.  His opponent fell heavily to the ground and clutched his chest.  Adam noted the White Knight had not pulled the force of his strike, so he was merciless, indeed.

The White Knight also did not check on his rival, and confidently left the arena quickly.  Adam looked across at his family, who all saw the serious threat this man posed to Adam.  But he wasn’t going to let it worry him.  He wanted a challenge such as this.  It was necessary to ensure he stayed the best.  He was fighting him in two days time.

After watching the rest of the matches, he went along to sit with his father and brothers while they watched the fun games.  Adam was amazed to hear Joseph talking about a joust he was planning to be in on the morrow.  

‘What’s this, little brother?  You, going to joust?  I hope you’ve chosen a worthy opponent.’  Adam chuckled a little, figuring Joe would have lined up one of his friends to act out an ‘easy win’ for him.  Instead, Joe turned very seriously to his brother.

‘That’s right Adam.  I’m fighting the White Knight tomorrow.’

Adam’s face changed to shock.

‘You’re kidding. Right?’

‘Nope.  Princess Judith want’s to see me joust with the best, so that’s what I’m going to do.’

Adam looked hard at his brother, trying to figure out if he was telling the truth, or if he was just joking with him.  But by the grim look on his father’s face, and Eric’s head hanging low, Adam realized this was no joke.

‘Joe, you can’t fight him, he’s an animal.  Brutal.’

‘Ah, don’t worry.  It’s not to the death.  He knows better than to harm a Prince.  Sure, he looks impressive, but hey, I’m not so bad myself these days.  You just haven’t been watching my progress.’

‘Oh, yes I have.  And I admit you’re quite good now, but not a patch on this man.  Even I will have to be at my sharpest to defeat him!’

‘Well, brother, perhaps you won’t have to, if I defeat him first!’  

Adam could see the determination on Joseph’s face, and hear it in his voice.  Princess Judith, who was sitting next to Joseph, had a triumphant look on her face, after having obviously taunted him into fighting.  She was another one Adam had rejected.  She was obviously trying to get back at him by threatening his brother.  He gave her a murderous stare.

‘Joseph, see reason.’

‘No, Adam.  You’ve been ordering me around here long enough.  It’s about time I showed you a thing or two.  Come, Princess Judith.’  The couple stood up and walked off, leaving Adam to hang his head and rub his eyes with frustration.  When Joseph was in this mood, nothing could be said to stop him.  Adam’s only hope was to talk to the White Knight and try to persuade him to go easy.  But, judging by his hostility the previous day, it was going to be hard.

Adam commanded Ross to fetch the knight for him.  Perhaps in the Royal receiving room, Adam would appear more intimidating and the knight would accept his terms.  He waited for quite a while, until finally Ross reappeared, followed by the White Knight.  He was dressed from head to foot in a light metal armor.  Not meant for battle, but it covered the size and shape of him effectively.  He wore a loose fitting cloth hood, which covered his face, leaving only a hint of his eyes in shadow.

‘The White Knight, Sire.’  Ross left them alone and the man stood uneasily in the center of the great room.  Adam sat on his throne, which was to the right of his father’s vacant one.

‘Thank you for coming, Knight.  May I ask you your name, or official title?’  Adam spoke in a commanding tone, hoping to draw the information out.

‘I am called Jacob.’  The voice was scratchy and barely audible.  Adam thought it must be a result of the burning.

“Jacob, I can see you are a very worthy opponent on the battle field.  I am looking forward to our match.’

The hidden Jacob half nodded.  He too, must've been aware of Adam’s reputation.

‘I wonder if I could ask a small favor.’

Jacob remained still.

‘My brother, Prince Joseph has challenged you tomorrow, has he not?’

Jacob again half nodded.

‘I must tell you, he is not experienced at the joust.  He feels he wants to fight you to try his skill, but I do not think he should.  You are by far superior and I fear for his safety.  I want you to consider not taking his challenge, or if you do, perhaps not fighting with as much force as you did today.’

Adam sat back and waited for some sort of answer.  Jacob was clearly thinking about the options.  Then, he spoke.

‘If I do this, what do I get in return?’

‘I will promise you the match of your life against me, Wednesday.’

‘But if I defeat your brother, and perhaps hurt him, you will truly want to fight me well, will you not?’

Adam raised his eyebrows.  He was threatening to hurt Joseph to make him mad.  Adam’s temper quickly escalated.  The threat was working.

‘You mean you would defeat my brother and injure him, to get to me.’

‘I have been waiting to fight you for a long time, Prince.  I think a little hatred could make our joust very interesting, don’t you?’

The annoying, scratchy voice laughed hideously, and then the knight retreated, leaving Adam furious and stunned.  He felt like running after the man and knocking him down here and now.  How dare he threaten his brother openly, taunt him, then leave without being dismissed?  Adam would just have to convince Joseph not to fight.  And that was also going to be no easy task. 

‘I’m doing this, brother, if you like it or not.’  Joe had his horse ready and Adam was desperately trying to stop him from going into the arena.

‘But, I told you Joseph, he wants to hurt you badly, so he’ll get a better fight out of me.  That man’s a sadist.  You may be killed!’

Joseph faltered a little, as he continued his brave face.  He could never admit now that he was shaking in his boots.  He would never live it down if he pulled out now.  All the girls were watching from the stand.  Adam may be right, but Joseph would honor his commitment.

‘Sorry, Adam, but I have to do this.’  Joseph looked at him squarely, and spoke with conviction.  Adam knew he was beaten, so he nodded and helped his brother up onto his horse.  God help the White Knight if Joseph was seriously hurt, or worse killed.  Adam would seek revenge; there was no doubt.

Adam watched with trepidation from the sidelines.  He was ready to run to Joseph if he was needed.  The two lined up at opposite ends of the arena, and a wild cheer went up from the packed crowd watching.  Adam studied the White Knight’s technique.  He was indeed intimidating, with the blood dripping leopard on his chest.  He raised the lance, his horse reared and suddenly, they were charging at full gallop.  The White Knight’s aim was again deadly.  Adam watched the lance as steady as if it were held in place by stone.  It was heading for Joseph’s heart.  He cringed as the lance struck its mark and Joe went flying backwards.  Adam was out and running.  His brother lay motionless.  The White Knight just reached the end of the run, as Adam reached his brother.  He lifted his helmet, and held his breath.  

Joseph opened his eyes and took a deep breath.

‘Adam?  Hey, you didn’t let me finish!’  Adam sighed and sat back on his haunches.  Only then did he think about it, and realize that the White Knight had indeed pulled his strike.  He’d jerked the lance back at the last minute, thus not striking Joseph with enough force to seriously hurt him, only dislodge him from his mount.  The large white horse loomed down on them both, and Adam looked up to the shadowed eyes.

‘Do you yield?’  The scratchy voice said with no emotion.

‘He does.’  Replied Adam.  The Knight tipped his head and turned his horse around to the cheering crowd.

‘Hey, I don’t yield,’ whined Joe.

‘Oh, yes you do, brother.’  Adam pulled Joseph up by the arm, just in time for Eric to come hurrying in to the arena.

‘Is he all right?’

‘He’s fine.  You’d better take him back to the castle, though.  He’s gonna be sore for a few days.’  Adam knew that even a blow that just knocked the wind out of you could be painful and bruise badly.

‘Sure thing, Adam.  Hey, you sure you wanna fight that knight tomorrow?’

‘Quite sure.’  Adam replied and watched the albino all the way to the stables.  He had a promise to keep.

That night in the castle, Joseph was surrounded by so many girls, his head was spinning.  Adam was happy for once, because they’d temporarily left him alone.  Jacob, or the White Knight, had again not come to the feast.  But this time, Adam didn’t intend to seek him out.  He had to remain focused on defeating him tomorrow, and he was sure that there would be no easy blows for him.  He ate lightly, then retired early, in preparation.
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‘Go at him hard, Adam.  Don’t give him a chance.’

‘I intend not to, Eric, don’t worry.’

‘And try to stop him focusing.  Distract him, somehow.’  Joseph added, now terribly knowledgeable after his joust.

‘I will.’  Adam donned his helmet and urged his mount out into the arena, to the excited cheering of the crowd.  This was the highlight of the week’s fighting, and everyone was poised for a splendid preliminary match.  Adam looked at the Albino, snorting and rearing down the opposite end.  He gathered his concentration, and his strength, shutting out all the distractions around him.  It was just he, his horse and the target.  He leapt forward, and charged.

Adam ignored the lance aimed at him.  The distance between them was closing rapidly.  Adam’s lance became an extension of him.  It hit.  A clash of metal rang out and Adam reeled, shocked that he’d been hit.  He was not dislodged.  He recovered in the saddle.  As he turned at the end of the run, his split lance told him he’d also hit his target.  He took a fresh lance, and before he could gather his thoughts, the horses were racing once again.  They charged relentlessly.  Both Adam and the White Knight hit again, delivering sickening blows, but again, neither were unseated.

As they rounded for a third time, the noise of the crowd was deafening.  They wanted blood.  Adam gathered his whit’s once again and focused intensely.  This time he hit hard, and The White Knights lance got him on a slight angle, thus it slid on his metal breastplate without much impact.  The White Knight was knocked from his horse.  Adam breathed heavily, as he pulled his horse up.

He looked around, and the Knight was on his feet, and had retrieved a sword and shield from an attendant.  He wanted to fight to the finish.  Adam dismounted and got his weapons.  The clash of metal on metal produced shouts and yells from the audience.  Sparks flew as they stuck at each other again and again.  The other countered each blow, and they circled relentlessly.  Neither would give up.  They became exhausted.  But still they fought on.  Adam was running on pure adrenaline as he raised the heavy sword time after time.  He could feel the knight weakening.  His blows were not as strong as before.

Then the White Knight let his guard down and Adam struck with his sword lower than he intended.  The sharp metal blade sliced into the side of the Knight where his armor was parted for movement.  Adam stopped the hit when he realized he’d cut his opponent.  The White Knight clutched his side and collapsed.  Adam put his sword to his throat to end the fight officially.  He then quickly dropped it to his side, and bent over the White Knight to check his injury.

Lifting the chain mail slightly, he saw that it was mostly a flesh wound and not too bad.  He suspected the Knight was more exhausted than seriously hurt, but he admired his courage and his abilities.

The attendants rushed forward to remove the injured knight, but Adam stopped them.

‘No, take him to my personal chambers.  I will have the king’s surgeon see to him.’  They reached down to remove his helmet.

‘No,’ said Adam again.  I will see to that.’  They obeyed him without question.  Adam didn’t want the White Knight to suffer the indignity of having his scared face revealed to the masses.  He’d been too good an opponent for that.  He shouldn’t have to loose the respect he’d gained. And he surely would, as Adam knew how cruel most people were when it came to disfiguration.

Back in his chambers, he had the knight laid out on his own personal bed, and then sent the attendants for the surgeon.  Adam then locked the door and turned back to his adversary.  He applied a clean cloth to the wound on his side, then readied himself for the shock of seeing somebody who’d been badly burned.  It was not going to be pretty.  He leaned over the shoulders of the White Knight and unhooked his helmet.  He slowly slid it off, only to reveal a full-face mask of cloth underneath.  Adam then set to removing it as well.  The Knight was semi conscious, and as Adam removed the cloth, he groaned a small protest.  Adam thought the sound strange, as it was soft and gentle, unlike the scratchy sounds he’d heard before.

Then came the biggest shock of all.  He removed the head coverings completely.  Adam gasped, dropping the heavy helmet to the floor with a loud clang.  The face he revealed was not burned.  It was beautiful.  It was the face of a woman.  And with it, a mass of deep red hair flowed out of its confines.  Adam stepped back, unable to believe it.  A woman!  The White Knight was a woman!  And as she regained full consciousness, Adam was hit was the blinding force of the deep green hue of her eyes.

‘Who the hell are you?’  Adam managed to ask.  He was frozen to the spot, as the woman on his bed narrowed her eyes at him and her surroundings.

‘I’m the White Knight, and I suppose I’m now banished from your kingdom, seeing as how you’ve discovered my gender.’  Her voice was soft, and dare Adam think it, sexy?

‘I want some answers, right now. What are you, namely a woman, doing in a jousting tournament?’  Adam began to pace up and down, trying to stay focused on the issue.

‘I don’t have to tell you anything.  I don’t recall anywhere in the rules of Tournament, that the participants must be male.’  She stared coldly at him.  ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll attend to my own wound.’  As she attempted to sit up, she was hit by a wave of nausea, and collapsed back on the furs.  Adam, unable to ignore her pain, rushed to her side and lifted the chain mail away from the cut he’d inflicted.

‘It’ll need stitching.’  He said as he wiped the blood away.

‘Get away from it!’  She snarled like a wounded animal.  ‘I’ve had worse.  I’ll fix it myself.’

Adam raised his eyebrows.  She was feisty, and full of venom.

‘Well, if you really want to, but I have the king’s surgeon coming.’

‘No one can know my identity.’

‘And why is that, Jacob?’  Adam emphasized the name and continued to dab the wound clean.

‘It’s none of your business, but if you must know, surely you understand that once it’s known I’m a woman, my career will be over.’

‘Career?  You call jousting a career?’

‘I was doing pretty well at it too.  I would have defeated you too, if you hadn’t distracted me.’

‘Distracted you, how exactly?’  Adam was enjoying her anger, and crossed his arms.

‘It doesn’t matter now.’  She mumbled.  

‘Well, as to why you lost, I think you used up all that anger you had to your advantage a little too soon.’  Adam tried to concentrate on the task of cleaning her wound, but instead he found himself staring at her exposed stomach, flat and astonishingly feminine.

‘I wouldn’t expect you to praise my achievements.’  She was on the defensive right from the start.  She also tried to pull away from his doctoring efforts.

Adam didn’t take the bait.  He was too worried about the effect she was having on him.  A knock rang out at the door, which temporarily distracted him.

‘Don’t let them in, please.’  

‘It’s either that or you bleed to death on my furs, and I’d rather you didn’t do that.’  Adam spoke tonelessly and moved to let the doctor in.

‘Then let me cover my face again.’  She put her hood back on, and only showed the small portion of flesh affected by the wound.  In her bulky clothes, she would not be taken for a woman.  Adam went along with it, and allowed the surgeon no knowledge of her identity.

He asked no questions, for which Adam was grateful. 

As he watched the procedure, he noted that she barely flinched during the stitching.  No mean feat, even for the toughest of knights.  Adam admired her bravery.  When the surgeon left, with parting instructions for rest, she got up from the bed, and prepared to leave.

‘Where do you think you’re going?’  Adam crossed his arms with authority and stood by the main door.

‘Back to my quarters out in the Knights compound.  You don’t think I’d stay here and be subjected to your interrogation, do you?’

‘I’d just like to find out where you’re from, that’s all.  Who trained you.’

‘Yes, I’d beat you’d like to know, well, sorry.  I’m all out of information.  I suppose for punishment, you’ll reveal my identity?’

‘I don’t know.’  Adam looked at her hard.  He had a feeling she was a little scared underneath her tough persona.

‘Well, I don’t care what you do.’  She went to walk past him, but he moved his body in front of the exit.

‘I’ll tell you right now though.  I’m grateful to you for not harming my brother seriously.  You could have killed him.’  Adam spoke low, and he was very close to her.  He felt the crackle of sexual attraction attack his body.  He reached across and pushed the hood back off her face, uncovering her lovely features.

‘I did no favor.’  She murmured and backed away from him.

Adam smiled a little.  She was a prickly one, for sure.

‘What’s your name, or were you born with Jacob?’

‘I don’t have to tell you anything.’  She avoided his eyes, and again tried to step past him.  He extended out his hand and enclosed his fingers around her wrist.

‘No, you don’t, but I’d be grateful if you told me, otherwise, I might not be cooperative.’  She was annoyed that he’d cornered her, but more disturbing was the effect his hold was having on her flesh.

‘My name’s Jewel.’  She moved her body a little closer to his, curious about the strange increase in her pulse.

‘Unusual.’

‘It’s a name given to me by my father.  My eyes, like Jewels, he says.’  She seemed to turn sad, and lowered her head. Her voice softened.  Adam had the urge to kiss her. 

‘Who is your father?’  Adam moved his fingers slightly against the smoothness of her wrist and palm.

‘A commoner, a nobody.’  She stared down at his hand, moving on hers.  She was frozen, held by the spell of his touch.

‘Then, you can tell me where you come from, then?’  Adam pursued his line of questioning, even though at this stage, he was beyond caring who she was or why she was here.  He just wanted to feel her lips against his, her body next to his own.

Suddenly, she jerked her hand away from him.

‘Let me go, you brute!  I know your kind!  I refuse to bow to your royal demands, or questions!’  She shoved him aside with a surprising amount of force, replaced her hood and stormed from the room.  Adam needed to recover from the strange spell she’d put him under, and stayed where he was.  The woman he’d been waiting for was here.  He smiled and walked to his window, just in time to watch her stomp angrily across the courtyard.  

‘Jewel, my lovely White Knight, you’re mine.’  Adam spoke softly to himself and watched her walk all the way back to the stables.

Adam spent a sleepless night in his bed, remembering Jewel’s every word and movement.  He tossed and turned, and several times he actually got up, dressed and almost went to go search her out.  Each time, he stopped himself.  If he got in too deep with her, how would his father feel?  Adam could not marry a commoner.  Not that she’d have him, anyway.  Still, he had to bed her, or he’d go crazy.  He’d never felt so strong an attraction or need for a woman before.  Close to 3am, he again tried to sleep.  Dozing lightly, he didn’t hear the slight creak of his door as it opened slowly.  

A figure dressed in a black cloak moved noiselessly toward the bed.  An arm lifted up and the glint of a dagger’s blade reflected in the low firelight.  As the implement was plunged downward toward Adam’s chest, he sprang to life and stopped the weapon just above his bare flesh.  He struggled.  The assailant was strong and determined.  Adam leapt up and tired to force the stranger back.  The dagger seesawed between them.  Adam found it hard to get a good lock on the assassin.

Finally, with shear strength, Adam forced the stranger back against the wall, turned him towards the stone and jammed him up against the cold surface.  Adam locked his wrists and forced the lethal dagger to the floor.  As he pressed the assailant harder into the wall, he heard a familiar small gasp of pain.  Adam released the hands of his attacker and spun him around.  Or should he have said, spun HER around.  He whipped the hood covering from her face and revealed Jewel.  She’d tried to kill him!  He didn’t know what made him more surprised.  Her trying to kill him, or her almost succeeding.  She was very strong, and very determined.  She wore that determined look now, as he glared at her in the dull light. 

‘What the hell?’  He stammered.

‘I refuse to talk.  You can throw me in the dungeon if you wish.  Feed me to the buzzards.  I won’t talk.’  She flashed her green eyes and looked away.  She then lost concentration entirely as she saw that Adam stood in front of her, totally naked.

‘Oh, you’ll talk alright.’  He leaned forward and pulled her close to him by the scruff of her collar.  ‘You’ll talk.’  

Jewel swallowed nervously, as she felt the heat radiating from his glorious body.  She’d never faltered before.  She’d never let anything effect her missions before.  Why did this man disturb her so?  She answered her own question, as she again took in the magnificent cut of his shoulders, and the defined lines of his muscles.  She didn’t reply.  She just concentrated hard on staying focused.

‘Tell me, you witch!  Who sent you here to kill me?  The Count of Frisco?  Did he put you up to this?’  Adam was really close now, close enough that she felt the hot breath from his mouth reach hers.

‘I, I ‘m not going to tell you . . .anything.’  She repeated.

‘Give me one reason why I shouldn’t hand you over to the King’s guards right now to be tried for treason.’  Adam thinking one thing, but feeling another, leaned her back against the wall.  She smelt surprisingly of rose petals.  His senses were working overtime, as he loosened the grip on her collar and worked his fingers to the exposed skin of her neck.

‘I could have your delectable head cut off.’  He trailed his thumb across the pulse of blood at her throat.

‘Then do it.’  She said with defiance.

‘Ah, then there would be this problem left unsolved.’  Adam spoke in low, luring tones.  Jewel barely breathed, as he was close enough to feel through her clothes.  The problem had made itself known to her, and was pressing lightly against her loins.

‘Pro…Problem?’  She licked her lips and gazed at the dark stubble adorning his handsome face.

‘What to do about this mutual attraction.’

‘I...I don’t know, what you . . .mean.’  Jewel felt the hard wall behind her and knew there was no chance of escape from this twist of fate.  Perhaps, she didn’t want to escape. 

‘Well, it’s like this . . .’ Adam, frustrated with his impatience, moved his hand to her chin and pulled her closer still.  He leaned down; his mouth hovered close to hers.  Jewel’s heart raced.  She closed her eyes and tried to think clearly.  Just as he was about to kiss her, she jerked away from his slackened hold and ran from him.  She reached the door, but his powerful grip once again yanked her back before she could escape.

‘No, oh, no you don’t.  You don’t leave here without satisfying my curiosity.’  Adam gave her no option, as he plunged his mouth against hers with a fiery loss of control.

Jewel steadied herself but nothing could have prepared her for the reaction her body had to him.  She felt her core tremble as his tongue slid into her mouth.  Resistance was useless as her craving for him was indulged.  She’d thought of nothing else but Adam all afternoon.  The fact that she had to kill him, was secondary to the knowledge that he was the one man who’d managed to spark her sexual flame.  She was still annoyed with herself for letting him distract her in the joust.  His eyes had penetrated hers with such intensity, that she’d let her lance slip . . .. Just as his tongue was penetrating her now. She must get away, or all would be lost.

But still they kissed.  Adam groaned as his hard body tensed with the effort of restraint.   But, he wouldn’t take her unless she was willing.  He finally broke from her, and smiled as he heard the small whimper of protest from her lips.  He held off, allowing her time to think.  She opened her eyes, their depths showing confusion.  She knew he was allowing her the choice.  There was no choice to make in her eyes. She wanted him.  But it wasn’t up to her.  If she gave in to her own wicked passion, would she still be able to kill him afterwards?  Perhaps.  Perhaps not.  But it wasn’t worth taking the chance. She had her father’s life on the line.

She made her decision, tore herself from his hold, opened the door and disappeared down the corridor.  He let her go.  Adam sighed with frustration.  He should never have given her the option.  He turned and wondered how the hell he was supposed to get to sleep now? 
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The next day was one of rest from the games and tournament.  The second round would begin on the morrow with all new opponents.  After four rounds, then the winners from each round had to compete for the final trophy.  Adam kept a low profile, and spent much of the day trying not to think about Jewel, without success.  He knew he should have had her arrested straight away.  She was working for someone.  If she’d been paid to kill him, it could be any one of his father’s enemies behind it.  Then, perhaps she herself had a grudge against him.  He couldn’t think of a time he’d met her before.  He would have remembered her, no question.

But still, he sat procrastinating about what to do.  He didn’t want to have her arrested.  He wanted to make love to her.  And he was sure she wanted him too, although she was fighting it every inch of the way.  As he wandered about the castle, thinking, he came across his father.  Should he say something?  His father would be furious if he thought Adam had let an enemy slip away.  Even more so with the fact that Adam wanted a woman who was not royal and certainly not a lady!

‘Ah, Adam.  I’ve been meaning to talk to you, son.’

‘Yes, father?’

‘The Tournaments only several days away from finishing, now.  I’m waiting for a decision from you.  I’m expecting an announcement on the final day regarding which of the lovely ladies you wish to wed.  I hope, you won’t let me down.’  Adam would normally have started to argue again, but right now, he couldn’t.  

So, he said nothing to him about the matter put his hand fondly on King Benjamin’s shoulder and continued his prowl of the castle.  Then, he found Joseph, out in the yard, with the blacksmith.  Perhaps he could discuss this with him, because he was always having woman problems.  Adam stood to the side, trying to figure out how to start such a conversation with Joseph, because, he’d never really asked his opinion on anything.  Then, he noticed just what his brother and the blacksmith were doing.  They were trying to repair something.  It was an odd shape, metal.  It looked kind of like a. . .a.

Adam stared hard.  Yes, it defiantly was a chastity belt!

‘Joseph, are you in some trouble?’  Adam crossed his arms and eyed his brother accusingly.

‘No trouble, Adam.  You just go and practice your lancing, or whatever it is that you do all day.  You let me take care of this!’  Joseph spoke with clipped tones, obviously angry with himself or somebody.  Adam didn’t need that kind of worry, so he left him to it.  Finally, he came across Eric, who was in the stables, taking care of one of the huge shire battle horses.

‘Hi Eric.  What’s up with him?’  Adam sidled up to the big animal and rubbed his neck affectionately.

‘Oh, a touch of infection in his hooves from all this wet marshy ground.  I’ve made this dry powder treatment that’ll have him well in no time.’

‘Fine, said Adam.  Can I talk to you about something.’

‘Sure, Adam, but before you do, can I tell you a secret?’  Eric looked up, with an animated expression. 

‘Yeah, sure.’  Adam smiled patiently.

“I’ve found the fair maiden I want to marry.  But father’s not going to be pleased because she’s not a royal.  But, I figure you’re making that big sacrifice for the family, so he won’t mind so much if I don’t wed a princess.  You think?’  Eric looked pleadingly at his brother, and Adam sighed.  There was no way he was going to escape his fate.  He had to forget about any thoughts with Jewel.  He was doomed to a life of misery and boredom with one of those royals.  He shook Eric’s hand and told him he was happy for him.  Then, he made a decision to get drunk on mead that night at the feast and wed the first princess who asked him to dance.
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Adam steadily knocked back his sixth drink of mead for the night.  Most of the princesses kept clear of him, because it was obvious he was in a foul mood.  They didn’t want to wreak their chances with him.  It was strange, that tonight, after he’d made up his mind to marry the first one that flirted with him, none of them did.  His grouchy demeanor at last sunk in.  They’d got the message.  That made him even angrier. 

As he sat stewing, he noticed a woman walking from across the room.  She was beautiful and exotic, dressed in a deep red gown, with silk scarves trailing from her cone shaped hat.  He watched her walk up to him.  She had all the right curves and her hips swung sensuously.  Then, her eyes met with his.  He caught his breath.  It was Jewel. Adam steadied his breathing.  He became instantly aroused.  But what was she doing here?  As herself, and in a crowd of people?  He said nothing as she stopped in front of his place at the royal table.

‘I’ve come to dance.’  She said, with confidence, and held out her hand to him.  Adam thought it ironic that she was the one to ask him, tonight of all nights.

‘I’ll entreat you.’  He answered cautiously and rose up from his seat.  He rounded the table and took her hand.  He tried to ignore the excitement causing through his veins as he pulled her along side him for the medieval style dance.

‘I thought you would be long gone.’  Adam said as he spun her under his arm.

‘And I thought you would have thrown me to the lions.’  Jewel allowed a small smile of satisfaction to grow on her mouth.

‘I’m surprised.  You coming here, showing your face?  What if somebody works out who you are?’  Adam stepped back and forth mechanically to the chamber music.  Every time they met together, he inched his mouth closer to hers, wanting to taste her lips again.

‘Nobody would ever suspect, unless you told them.’  Jewel replied, gazing at his broad shoulders as she walked beside him.

‘Well, looks like we’re both full of surprises.  How are your stitches?’  

‘Fine.’  Jewel was starting to tremble again.  She’d spent all afternoon coaching herself on how to ignore this fascination she had for him next time they met. And how she would calmly fill his goblet with contents from a vile of poison during the feast and kill him.  But it was apparent it hadn’t worked. She didn't want to kill him just yet.  Adam too, was having a hard time keeping his hands off her.  He had to get her out of here.  He wanted to kiss her, and touch her.  Finally, he couldn’t stand it any more.  He seized her hand and tugged her from the hall.  She followed, becoming increasingly excited.  She knew what was coming, and she was ashamed to admit she wanted it, badly.

As soon as they were in the semi-dark, in the corridor away from the main festivities, Adam stopped and dragged her into a corner.  He wound his arms around her body and pressed her tightly against him.  She went willingly, running her hands franticly along his chest.  Adam tangled his fingers through her dark red hair as their hungry mouths united erotically.  Jewel opened her lips to allow him access to her velvety warmth. They kissed hard and desperately, liked starved animals at a kill.  Jewel, out of control, ground her hips against his, feeling the hard swell of his groin beneath her.  Adam wrenched his lips from hers for a moment, to taste her throat.  Breathing hard, he murmured his intentions.  He lifted her into his arms and began to carry her along the cold, dark corridor to his chamber.  Jewel felt drugged.  She bit at his neck and darted her tongue along the curve of his ear.  It was affecting him strongly, because halfway along, he had to put her down and kiss her again.  She let him take control.  For once, she felt like a woman.  A desirable woman.  

She sighed with longing as his burning kisses made her weak against him.  She shivered as his strong, smooth hands slid down the sides of her body, carefully avoiding her injury and settled on the soft swell of her stomach.  She was hot and frustrated inside.  Her core melted with longing.  Then he slowly slithered his hands up her red gown and let them settle softly on her breasts.  Jewel gasped and held her breath as he kissed her over and over, and at the same time, touched and teased her sensitive nipples, quickly hardening through the velvet material.  Jewel hadn’t gone this far with a man she hardly knew before, but this was so more intense than any feeling she’d ever known.  

‘I want you, Jewel.’  Adam’s deep delicious voice stroked her mind and she answered him with pleasure.

‘I want you, too, Adam.’  She retreated back from him a fraction, to look into his eyes.  She loved his eyes.  They burned with desire and with need.  She trailed her finger down the side of his cheek and let it rest on his full, tender lips.

Adam took a breath and looked at her; really looked at her.  She was beautiful but treacherous.  She was everything that was bad for him, so why did it feel so good?  

‘You still have to kill me?’  Adam asked the question, while watching the rapid pulse at her throat.

‘Yes,’ she whispered, as he descended and flicked his tongue exquisitely along the line of her jaw.

‘When?’  He looked up and she was compelled to be honest.  

‘I have until the full moon.’  She threw her head back as he feathered maddeningly light kisses along the swell of her breast.

‘Then I have a few days . . .to change your mind.’  He returned to his full height and gathered her against him again.  She looked up, and began to feel scared.  What if this turned out to be more than a physical attraction?  What if she started to care for him?  It was all right when they were in the throws of passion, but what about now, when he was holding her so safely in his arms.  She was starting to doubt her decision.  Jewel, who was never frightened by anything, was suddenly very afraid of this.  Of her feelings, and of her ability to separate love from sex.  She started to frown.

Adam narrowed his eyes, watching her change.  She was a complex one. 

‘I can’t do this.’  She spoke with a shaky voice and tried to pull away.  He tightened his grip.

‘Can’t do what?’  Adam gazed hard into her eyes.  

‘I can’t be with a man I don’t love.’  She coldly yanked her body away from him and backed up against the opposite wall.

‘Well then,’ Adam said as he approached her slowly. ‘Just pretend you care for me. Would that be so hard?  I promise you, you’ll enjoy it.’  He again reached her and captured the tips of her fingers in his.  He raised them to his mouth and kissed them one by one.  Jewel shut her eyes, and tired to think straight. When she opened them again, there was a sad, haunted look in their depths that Adam couldn’t ignore.  He lowered her hand and let it drop.

‘Go, then.’ He said after a minute of pained silence.  Jewel frowned.

‘You won’t . . .force me?’  She tried not to notice how disappointed she was inside.

‘No, my beautiful Jewel.  Go, and I wish you luck on the full moon.  You’ll need it.’  Adam turned and left her there in the dark.  She stayed motionless for several minutes, then began to shiver as she turned and walked back to side entrance of the castle.

Adam slammed the heavy oak door to his chambers shut.  He kicked the closest thing to him, which happened to be a heavy iron armor stand.  He just held in his yell of pain.  Then, limping, he crossed to his bed and sat on the edge.  The need for her was still throbbing unmercifully in his loins.  It only took a minute, and he was on his feet again.  He reefed open the door and strode down the corridor again.  He was out, in the moonlit yard before he could fully understand his motive.  She was almost at the well.  She turned as she heard his boots crunching on the loose gravel of the courtyard.  Jewel saw the tension in his shoulders.  She sensed his purpose.  She began to run, but he caught her.  

Adam picked her up by the hips and threw her over his shoulder.  She squeaked with indignity, as he carried her back towards the castle.  She kicked out, terrified by her own growing excitement.  She couldn’t wait for him to make love to her, and she was fearful.  

‘Let me go, you BRUTE!’  She screamed the words but they had no effect.

Adam flung open his door once again, shut it with his boot and then threw Jewel bodily through the air and onto his bed.  She landed with a soft thud; a cloud of fur rose and billowed around her.  She went to move but abruptly clutched her side.  Adam suddenly realized he’d hurt her, and rushed to her side.

‘Jewel, oh my God, your stitches.  Have I hurt you?’  He tipped her face up to him.  She looked pale.  She didn’t reply.  He raced to a wooden shelf and retrieved the knife she’d tried to kill him with the night before.  Jewel fell back on the soft bed and watched him cut away the velvet from around her wound.  A small amount of blood was escaping her stitches.

‘Honey, I’m sorry.  I didn’t think.’  Adam dabbed at the small opening.  Jewel didn’t feel a think.  It was the concern in his eyes she was looking at.  He was worried about her.  She eventually put a hand over his.

‘It doesn’t hurt, Adam.  It’s my fault.  I was trying to make it look like I didn’t want you, but it’s not true.  I do.’  She smiled as calmly as she could manage.  

‘Now, put that knife away and come here and kiss me.’  She tried to sound nonchalant, but really she was shaking inside.  Adam finished checking her cut and placed the knife back by the bedside.  He didn’t come to her straight away, but recovered her wound with a fresh bandage.  Jewel lay still, watching him work in silence.  She wondered about him.  He wasn’t at all as she’d excepted him to be.

Finally he finished and sat back, looking at her lying on his bed of furs.  Her dress was torn beyond repair, and her waist length red hair was fanned out among the pillows.  Adam leaned down, over her head and touched his lips to her temple.  She tilted her head back, and apprehended his mouth with hers.  She pressed her lips to his with uncertainly at first.  He noted her hesitation, and he pulled back.

‘This is just for tonight.’  He told her.  ‘Tomorrow, you can walk away from me, hate me or you can kill me, I don’t care.  But tonight, you’re mine.’

‘Yes.’  She said the word in a whisper, as he took her mouth in a slow, maddeningly erotic way.  Jewel clutched at the furs around her as he merged her tongue with his.  She was going to need every ounce of her will power to leave him in the morning.

She noticed how everything had gone quiet and peaceful around them. The only sound was the crackle from the huge stone fireplace.  Adam’s mouth had her under a spell.  He only touched her at first with his lips.  He kissed her deeply, then lightly, working his way along her flushed face.  She wanted to touch him, but she was too unsure of her reaction.  She had a feeling she would become so carried away, she would not be able to stay in control.  It was better like this.  Or was it?

Adam continued to kiss her face, and her mouth, all the while never touching her anywhere else.  She soon started to crave it.  She wanted him to touch her, as he had in the hall.  She twisted her body on the furs, and arched slightly as he again took her mouth with his.  Adam noticed her movement, and smiled against her.  

But he wanted to keep kissing her for the moment.  She tasted like a rare, addictive honey, the sweetness of which was so potent; he didn’t want to stop.  He hungered for her, and soon, he too wanted more.  He traced his finger along her collarbone. Then down to the top of her breast.  He arrived at the edging of her gown and reached up beside him.  She watched languidly as he brought the dagger close to her skin and neatly ripped the material in two.  The ripping of velvet made her mouth dry, knowing that soon, his hands would be caressing her in the most intimate of ways.  Adam parted the dress, and revealed her bare breasts.  

Adam’s pulse quickened.   His arousal began to ache. He lowered his mouth to her perfectly rounded breasts.  Lingering over them for a moment, he snaked his tongue out and edged it around her soft, pink nipple, causing it to grow rigid.  He heard her hiss of frustration, as he left it again, and returned to her delectable mouth. 

‘No, I want more.’  She managed as he kissed her deeply. To satisfy her request, he began to stroke her breasts with his fingertips.  Jewel moaned as she felt the hard arousal of her nipples as he stroked and teased them.  Adam was fast becoming out of control.  With every other woman he’d been with, he could command the situation.  But with this woman, he didn’t know if he would be able to hold in his longing.

Then she reached out with her hands, and ran then tentatively along his shoulders.  She felt the hardness of them under his soft leather tunic. His underlying strength was apparent.  She then trailed her fingers down his chest.  She longed to feel his warm skin.  She remembered his naked torso only too well from the night before.  She recalled the arousing swirls of dark, soft hair that adorned his chest, and that arrowed down to his navel and beyond.  She couldn’t stand it.  She grabbed the side buckle of his tunic and tugged it sideways.

Adam chuckled softly.  

‘Impatient.’  He reached up and stopped her hand.  She huffed in frustration, and Jewel began to get mad.  She was used to getting what she wanted, and he wasn’t going to deny her.

‘Don’t forget, I’m not a weak woman, Adam.  I could tear this tunic apart, if I wanted to.’  Her eyes glinted and he smiled seductively.

‘Then, why don’t you?’  Adam moved away from her, and propped himself on one arm.  He was taunting her, testing her.  Well, she would shock him!

Jewel reached out her hand, grabbed the dagger Adam used and put it to the corner of his throat.  She waited for him to stop her, but he didn’t.  She could kill him, right now if she wanted.  He was allowing her the choice again.  He was a most complicated man.  She pulled the top of his tunic away from his throat and held the knife to it.  The rip of the leather was decisive and crisp.  She felt excited as she grabbed the sides of the clothing and pulled hard.  She was rewarded with his naked upper body.  She feasted her eyes on him, noting each chiseled feature.  She noticed a scar.  It ran from his left shoulder to the middle of his chest.  She reached out and ran her finger along it.

‘Who gave this to you?’  She frowned; full of hatred for the person who’d marked his majestic body.

‘Oh that, that was just my last girlfriend.’  Adam watched her face turn to horror, as she almost believed him.  She turned jealous eyes to him, and he laughed out loud.

‘I hate you, know that!’  She yelled and rushed forward, crushing her lips to his in a fit of desire so strong, she knocked him back onto the bed. Then, they both tumbled and rolled out of control, wrapping limbs together, kissing wildly, and tangling the furs into a huge knot.  They removed the rest of their clothes somehow.  Jewel heard the rest of her underthings being torn from her body.  She moaned with excitement as Adam rolled her onto her back and kissed her all over.  Not to be deigned, she soon found herself removing his trousers and tights, and roaming her hands impatiently along the length of his hard thighs and beyond.

Adam threw her down again.  He couldn’t concentrate.  He couldn’t relax.  He had to take her. 

‘Now!’  He commanded and she obeyed, and opened herself to him.

Jewel ached for his possession.  She moved her hips up to meet him, to take the full force of his swollen desire.  She cried out when he penetrated her soft essence.  He was so big, she wondered how she could take him all in, but he was gentle, as he worked his way inside her.  She reached up and pulled his torso down to her, so she could feel all of him, as he loved her.  Adam was driven wild by the feeling of her soft flesh enclosed around him.  She drew his head down to hers and opened her lips to him.  He mirrored her action as she drew his tongue into her mouth, sucking at it gently.  He couldn’t last.  She was incredible.  He tore his mouth away with frustration, and drove himself fully inside her.

Jewel threw her head back in ecstasy.  Every thrust from him built the exquisite tension in her body.  She couldn’t hold back.  She let his name escape from her lips.  He exploded inside her with a force unmatched.  Jewel felt the hot flow his seed enter her core, as her body ruptured with bliss, spilling it’s own warm juices around him. She’d never experienced this before.  Her orgasm consumed her.  Her body was out of control.  It shook and trembled involuntarily underneath him, as did his against hers.  They both panted and rode the intense sensations to the very end.

Jewel tried to come down off the incredible high.  She felt dazed, almost as if she’d been knocked from her horse in a joust.  Her strength was sapped and her body felt as weak as a kitten.  All she knew was the heaving of Adam’s beautiful body on hers and the desire to have him again.  She moved slightly, trying to regain her breath.

‘I’m crushing you.’  He said softly, and he pushed himself up and off her.

'No.'

He rolled down beside her and put and hand to his temple.  She watched him from the corner of her eye. 

He turned his head after a few moments, then looked into her eyes.  Adam turned on his side, and reached out his arms to her.  He wanted to pull her into his arms and sleep with her against him.  He wanted to kiss her and hold her forever.  He watched her with love as she started to wriggle towards him, then sobered as she stopped and narrowed her eyes.

‘No.  I don’t wish to stay.  Do you have a robe?  Something I can wear outside?’  She kept her voice steady as she challenged his gaze.

‘Jewel, surely you still don’t want to keep me as an enemy, after what we just shared.

‘Adam, I promised you nothing.  Our mutual attraction has been satisfied.  Now, I have to go.  I won’t lie to you and pretend I’ve fallen in love with you.’  She spoke with ice in her voice.  Adam was perplexed as he watched her reject him.  She was prepared to make love to him, but not to sleep with him or hold him as a true lover might.  What was she afraid of?  

‘Alright.’  He said, equally dispassionately.  ‘There’s a leather tunic and cloak hanging by the fire.  Take those.’  She rolled to the edge of the bed with haste, as if she had to get out before she changed her mind.   Adam watched her as she crossed to the fire and took down the garments.  He admired her luscious body as the low flame from the fire illuminated it.  

She covered it quickly and went to the door.

‘Jewel.’  He rose up on one arm.

She turned and tried not to look at him.  He was still lying totally naked amongst the furs, and she wanted nothing more than to go back to him and enclose herself in his arms.

‘Don’t forget, there are two more nights until the full moon.’  He allowed one cheek to dimple sexily and Jewel shuddered under the cloak.  

‘Then after that you must die.’  She said, with the only retort she could think of quickly.  She opened the door softly and left him alone.  Adam closed his eyes, already thinking of his next encounter. Even if she did kill him in the end, what would it matter?  He didn’t want to live a life loving a woman who didn’t love him in return.  And right now, that was his plight.

‘Ross, I’m counting on you to find out who she is, and who she’s working for.’  Adam sat the next morning with his friend and confidant.

‘Sire, I think it’s far too dangerous for you to continue seeing her.  She should be in the tower.’  Ross disapproved of Adam’s intimate relationship with this treasonous woman.

‘Don’t worry about me, Ross.  But, just as a precaution, you’d better find someone to taste my food until I can work all this out.’

‘But Sire!’

‘No buts, Ross.  Just do what you can, all right?’

Ross reluctantly nodded his head, and left to go seek out messengers and informers.  And, it seemed a food taster.

A few minutes later, Eric appeared at the door to the receiving room where Adam was sitting, pondering his fate.

‘Hey, big brother.  The Tournament’s about to start.  I’m gonna fight the Earl of Placerville.  You don’t want to miss that, do you?’  Eric, complete in battle garb, walked over to Adam, instantly concerned.  “Adam, you okay?’  

‘I’m fine, Eric.’  Adam smiled up at his huge younger brother and smiled at his worry.

‘Well, Ross didn’t look too happy when he passed me in the hall.’  Eric picked up on Adam’s moods quicker than the other members of his family did.

‘I’m fine, don’t worry.’  Adam stood up and slapped his brother on the back of his light armor.  And I wouldn’t miss you pounding the Earl of Placerville into the ground for anything.’  He laughed and they both walked out and to the arena.

Eric won his round, and so earned the right to fight Little John of Nottingham in the final.  Everyone was looking forward to that on the morrow, the last day of the tournament.  Adam was to be in the semi-final of the joust that afternoon, but he didn’t feel like fighting.  His energy was still depleted from the night before, and he couldn’t get Jewel off his mind.  She was fighting the other joust, then, they would meet in the final. 

Adam fought automatically in his joust.  He was still good enough to win, although barely.  He was hit in the shoulder rather heavily with the opponent’s lance, and had to have attention after the fight.  Then, he sat tensely in the stands as Jewel came out in full battle regalia, to face her challenger.  He looked at her, dressed in armor, only he knowing who she was and why she was here.  He smiled as she raced toward the center.  She was quite a woman.  Then, she was knocked savagely to the ground!  Adam sprang to life and raced down to the arena.  Even though he’d been the furthest away, he was one of the first ones to reach her.

‘Let me through!’  He called to the attendants rushing to her side.

‘Jewel!’  He pulled the helmet from her head and held his breath as he waited for her to gasp for air.  She eventually did, and he sighed with relief.  She’d been winded, badly.  But she was all right.  He instructed the attendants to assist her from the field and to her quarters in the Knight’s compound.  Meanwhile, his family looked on, puzzled at Adam’s concern for the White Knight. 

‘Get away from me.’  Where her only words to him, once he’d cleared the others off.  ‘You made me loose, and I never loose.’  She peaked at him from behind her hood, her green eyes wild with anger.

‘I did?  How?’  He leaned back on the wall, happy that she seemed back to normal.

‘By watching me.  I couldn’t concentrate.  I saw you up there, and I forgot to aim.’  She was serious, but Adam burst out into a belly laugh.  

‘Oh, I HATE YOU!’  She seethed, and pulled her hood off.  Then she stalked over to him and thumped him in the shoulder.

‘Ow!  God, woman, that hurt!’  Adam slumped a little as his injured shoulder screamed with pain.  

‘Adam, what’s wrong?’  Jewel changed immediately, realizing he was really hurt.

‘It’s nothing, just from the joust today.’  He sat down on her narrow cot and held his arm gingerly.

‘Let me see.’  Jewel opened the tunic he wore and parted it from his shoulder.  The bruising was an angry green and purple from the lance.

‘Oh, Adam.  I’m so sorry.  She looked fallen as she studied the injury.

‘It seems you weren’t the only one distracted by other things.’  Adam smirked and winced as he replaced his tunic. ‘It’s all right, but it means I’m going to need some help this evening.  Can’t undress properly with this the way it is.’  He spoke smoothly and Jewel blushed.  She quickly turned away.  How did this man manage to reduce her to mush every time she was around him?  She was a strong, independent woman, who didn’t have time for such things as romance, or whatever the heck all this was.  

‘You’ll just have to manage on your own.  I have another engagement tonight,’ she answered boldly.

Adam flexed his stiff shoulder.  He thought on her words for a moment.

‘Well, what ever you’re doing, just remember this.’  He stood up and walked over to her.  She tried to ignore him, but as he approached from behind, she started to quiver.

‘And what’s that?’  She said with false confidence, not looking around.

Adam didn’t speak, he just slunk up behind her, captured her about the waist, leaned down, and landed a most delicious, inviting kiss behind her ear.  Jewel tried not to react.  She struggled with her sanity.  He held her tighter, and grazed her neck with his teeth.  She was just starting to collapse back into his body, when he released his hold and sauntered out the door.

‘See you around, Jewel.  Oh, and by the way.  Tomorrow, after the joust, I’ll be announcing my future bride.  I hope you’ll be able to come to the wedding, that is, if you haven’t killed me first.’  Adam smiled his sweetest, smug smile and disappeared out the door.

Jewel was beside herself with anger, and dare she say it jealousy.  She’d heard rumors that Adam was soon to wed one of the many princesses that were hanging around, but actually hearing it from his lips was too much to bear.  She turned around and kicked at the closest thing to her.  Unfortunately, it was the wooden bed.  (Darn medieval times, with the only furniture made of iron or wood!)

‘Princess Laura.  How nice you could be my partner this evening for the feast.’  Adam’s tone was decidedly flat, but the excitable and bubbly Laura didn’t seem to notice.

‘Oh, Adam!  I’m so happy.  I’ve got you all to myself!  I’m going to make the other girls so jealous!  Say, did you really hurt yourself today?  I was so worried about you.’  She flicked her blonde eyelashes at him and smiled.  Adam tried to smile back, but it was no use.  She was pretty enough, he supposed, but she didn’t make him feel like Jewel did.  None of them did.  He glanced around the room, and at the other women there.  He sighed in despair.  He didn’t want any of them.  He only wanted her!

And as he led Laura to his table, he got the shock of his life.  With his father, in walked Jewel in deep conversation.  Well, to be correct, it was Jewel dressed as Jacob, the White Knight, in her sexless, overlarge light armor and hood, that hid her identity so well.  What was she doing here?  Adam felt his palms go sweaty.  Then, to his ongoing horror, the King brought her up to their table and proceeded to seat her on his left, which happened to be Adam’s right side.

‘Adam, I know you’ve met Jacob before.’  Benjamin looked at his son, curious as to why he seemed so pale.

‘Yes, we’ve met.’  Adam glanced briefly at Jewel under her guise, and turned back to Laura, trying to think of something to say to her.

‘I’d hoped the two of you could become friends before tomorrow’s final joust.  I thought tonight was a good chance to celebrate the fact that we hope you could both be winners.’  Benjamin spoke to both of them, wanting them to be good natured about the whole rivalry thing.  Needless to say, he didn’t know the half of it!

Adam, totally uncomfortable, with Jewel so close in disguise, just nodded and gulped a large portion of his drink.  Jewel was not feeling nearly so uneasy, as her true identity was safely concealed.  What she did feel threatened with, though, was Princess Laura on his other side.  She was blonde, with delicate skin, blue eyes and a tiny little waist Jewel could only dream about.  One thing not in her favor though, she’d never have lasted Adam’s lovemaking the night before.  She’d have broken in two.  But, nevertheless, she was pretty as a picture and being royal, she qualified nicely to be Adam’s wife, as Jewel did not.  There was nothing she could do about the fact that she was not a blue blood.  Wife?  Wife?  Now, why had that popped into her head?  She didn’t want to marry HIM.  She didn’t even like him, did she?  She turned to him and peeped out from her mask.  He was looking oh so sexy, in his royal regalia.  He smiled and laughed at something totally unfunny that Laura said.  Jewel tried hard to stop the possessiveness rising inside her.  But it was hard, as he continued to ignore her.

In the end, she decided to fight fire with fire.  The table had a floor length skirting on the front, which hid any activities from the waist down.  Except for the dogs lulling under the table, begging for scraps, there was nobody to see Jewel’s bold advances.  While casually sipping her drink with her right hand, she reached her left down to Adam’s thigh, and lightly began to stroke it.  

He almost jumped at first.  He whipped his head around, only to find Jewel looking away, pretending as if she didn’t belong to the hand on his leg.  

‘Excuse me, White Knight, or Jacob, or whatever the hell your name is…” Adam was seething, as Jewel looked around casually.

‘Yes, Prince Adam?’  She talked in that annoying scratchy voice.

‘Could you kindly remove that?’  He said it low, so nobody would overhear.

‘Remove what?’  She replied with innocence.  As he narrowed his eyes in anger, she calmly slipped her hand higher, and around to his inner thigh.

‘That, don’t . . don’t do THAT!’  Adam hissed between clenched teeth.

‘I’m sorry, Prince.  I didn’t realize you were so ticklish.  She smirked under her hood, and Laura, who’d heard the last line, turned her head in puzzlement.  Surely, she must have heard wrong?

Adam kept staring at her with hostility, as she smoothly turned her attention to his father and held a pleasant conversation.

‘Adam?  Adam, dear?  Is there something wrong?’ said Laura.  Adam shook his head absently, and sat back in his chair.  He couldn’t believe Jewel would be so bold.  Fancy, toying with him, here, in public, when she was dressed as the White Knight.  Adam rubbed his temple and wondered whether he should cut the night short and leave.  But no, something compelled him to stay.  Something made him feel, dare he think it, excited.  He frowned at his own thoughts and reached for his drink again.

‘Here, Prince, let me refill your glass.’  Jewel started again, after he’d settled down.

‘No thank you, I’ve had quite enough.’  Adam glared again, but Jewel ignored it.  As she reached across and filled his mug, she let her free hand wander down below the table again, and brushed it across his abdomen, then lower.  She touched him intimately and found him swollen and hard.  She held her breath as he glowered at her.  

‘Prince Adam?’  She said softly.

‘What?’  He’d worked through his anger, now he was just working out how to get her out of here, so he could ravage her.

‘I think you have a problem.’ Her green eyes penetrated his from under their mask.  Adam knew he was lost.  He couldn’t sit here any longer, not seeing her face, not touching her body.  He pushed his chair back, and reached for Jewel’s arm.  He hauled her up out of her seat and pulled her roughly toward the exit doors.  Benjamin, Laura, Eric and Joseph watched in wonderment, as it was obvious Adam and Jacob were going to have a fight of some kind.

“Joseph, Eric, go and stop your brother’s foolishness!’  Benjamin pushed his plate away in annoyance.  He’d thought the two of them might get on.  There was a place for the White Knight at Ponderlot, and he and Adam would have worked well as a team.  It was such a bother that they didn’t seem to like each other.

‘Eric?  Joseph?!  Did you hear me?  Go and break up whatever is going on with your brother and that Knight!  I’ll have no fighting under this roof, understand?’  

Eric gave a dejected look as he started to get up from the table.  He was with Madeline, his new love, and he didn’t want to go get into a fight for Adam right now.  Joseph also looked displeased.  But, they obeyed their father and left the hall to go find their sibling and break up the argument.

They were arguing all right.  Eric, at first, sighed, and listened to try to figure out the problem. He and Joseph didn’t get too close and watched from a distance.  Adam was throwing his arms in the air, yelling in his commanding, powerful voice.  Jacob was standing, arms crossed, and answering in lower tones, that Eric couldn’t quite hear, but he was sure they were soon going to be hitting one another.  Joseph wasn’t worried.  Adam could look after himself.

Then, Eric couldn’t believe his eyes!  Joseph almost choked.  Adam paced back and forth, then went up to the White Knight, grabbed him around the shoulders, and kissed HIM hard!  Eric stood frozen, his mouth gapping.  Joseph’s eyes almost popped out of their sockets.  Adam was kissing a man!!  A MAN!!  

‘Eric, do. . .do. . .you. . .see. . .what. . .’  His words trailed off, as Jacob threw his arms around Adam’s neck and kissed him back passionately.

‘I. . . I. . . oh, lordy. . .’  Was Eric’s offering, as they continued to stare.  The scene didn’t change for five minutes.  Adam and the White Knight continued to kiss, and Joseph and Eric continued to stare.  Then, finally, Eric turned away, pulled Joseph by the arm and dragged him from the horrible scene.   He needed a drink. . .bad!

Meanwhile, Adam and Jewel stood in the corridor, lost in each other’s arms.  They were oblivious to the fact that they’d been observed, as they were helpless with their craving for one another.  Adam, needed to see her, finally pulled away and removed the partial hood from her face.

‘Adam, no, somebody might see.’  She blushed as he caught a glimpse of the dreamy feminine expression on her face.  She didn’t like to be caught with any sign of vulnerability.

‘Now, do you agree to never do that again, in public, unless you are dressed as yourself?’  Adam smoothed some strands of her dark red locks away from her cheek.

‘But you liked it.’  She said, with a hint of devilment.

‘That’s not the point.’  Adam began, but he too, started to smile.

‘I was just making sure you didn’t find that Laura as interesting as me.’  Jewel raised her gloved hand to his waist and ran it around to his back.

‘Not likely.’  Adam murmured and captured both her hands back in his.  Then, with a mutual look, they both began to walk away from the festivities and along to Adam’s chamber.  They needed to taste the forbidden fruit once again.  They didn’t give a thought to their absence, or who might notice they were missing from the table.  All they wanted was each other.

Joseph sat dejectedly, holding his head with one hand, while gulping his mead with the other.  Eric couldn’t touch his food.  His stomach was churning sickeningly.  His own brother!  How could he?  Eric ignored Madeline, and looked across at Joseph.  Adam had been all right until now. Or had he?  Maybe this was part of why he never wanted to get married.  Eric had though his reasons sensible and understandable, but now he wasn’t so sure. 

‘Did you stop their fight?’  The king interrupted their terrible thoughts, and Joseph replied.

‘They weren’t fighting, father.  They. . .they made up.’  He said pathetically, and the King nodded with satisfaction.  

‘Good!’  He didn’t see the look of horror his two younger sons produced as he wandered along to talk to a new interesting lady, Queen Kathypatra.  Princess Laura just sat looking bewildered.  Where had Adam gone?

‘We have to do something.’  Joseph repeated again and again.

‘Like what.  Barge in there, and tell Adam, hey, Adam, he’s no good for you?’  Eric threw a half-gnawed chicken bone onto his plate.

‘No, I mean.  I know he likes, likes, well women.  He taught me everything I know about wooing women.  He must be going through some sort of a crisis.  It’s all these Princesses.  They flirt, but don’t put out!  Come on, Eric, I’ve got a plan.’  Joseph grabbed Eric and together, they both left the dinner on operation – Set Adam Straight!

Meanwhile, in Adam’s room, he and Jewel found themselves wound together, on the thick fur rug, in front of the fire.  They were still fully clothed, and the only thing not in place was Jewel’s mask.  They were content to kiss, unlike the night before, where fulfillment had been paramount.  Now, they both wanted it to last all night.  Reveling in the excitement building inside, they kissed, caressed and embraced with slow, leisurely pleasure.  Meanwhile, outside their room, a crowd was gathering.

Joseph had collected every charming, sexy, willing girl he could find to throw at his brother.  Surely this would shock him out of his tendencies? 

“Okay, girls, ready?’  All the girls giggled and nodded as Joseph lowered his hand and commanded Eric to kick the door in.  He did so, unnecessarily, as it was ajar anyway.  They all bundled into the room; to see two bodies tangled together on the heath rug, partially hidden by the corner of the huge bed.  Joseph couldn’t bear to look.  The girls all sucked in their breath, recognizing the distinctive clothing of Adam and the White Knight.  Eric just shook his head and walked back out again.

Adam, who’d heard the intrusion, bobbed his head up above the level of the bed and stared with surprise at Joseph and the girls in his room.  He lowered his eyebrows and gave his brother a ‘what are you doing here, and OUT!’ stare.

‘Er, Hi, Adam.  I. ..I…was hoping you’d like some company tonight.  I mean, these girls are so desperate for a real man to, well, to take care of them.  And I know you’re a real man, brother.’  He coughed and shifted uncomfortably as Adam rose off the floor and crossed his arms.  The other body on the floor started to move, but Adam looked down, shook his head and motioned to stay down.  The bed hid Jewel’s true identity.  He then, turned back to the crowd, with a smirk growing on his aristocratic face.

‘Joseph, I already have company.  I’m sure you’ve met . . .the White Knight?’

‘Oh, er, sure. . .um, sorry, er.’  Joseph started to back out.

‘Wait, don’t you want to say hello?’  Adam watched with continued merriment as Joseph gathered the girls, turned bright red and retreated hastily from the room.

‘Adam, come see me tomorrow.  I’m sure I can help you.  Please, do.’  They all hurried out, the girls tittering quietly to each other.  When the door was shut, Adam broke out into a belly laugh.  Jewel, who’d kept in her giggles, too started to laugh out loud.

‘Do you think he really thought….’  Jewel, through pearls of laughter looked up at Adam.

‘I think he really did.’  Adam beamed down at her, watching her roll all over the rug in joviality.  

‘Oh, my goodness.’  She tried to stand, but she was laughing so hard, she flopped back on the soft rug.

‘My brother has been known to put two and two together and come up with five on occasion.’  Adam said between chuckles.

He leaned down, and grabbed Jewel’s hand and helped her sit up.

‘Your reputation is ruined.’  She blurted out, crying with laughter on his shoulder.  Adam watched fondly.  He’d never seen her smile, let alone laugh.  It softened her features, tore at his heartstrings and made her even more beautiful to him, if that were at all possible.  He caught her chin in his palm and smiled widely at her.

‘You’re laughing so much, you could almost be drunk.’  He watched her try to control herself and laughed when she couldn’t.

‘I…. I’m….so sorry. …. I’ve….’  Jewel collapsed onto his shoulder and took a few deep breaths.  ‘It’s just, it’s the first time…. I’ve laughed so much…in a long time.  I….’  She sat back and looked at Adam, who was still smiling at her.  He was so good looking. She too, had never seen him smile.  It was a sight to behold.  She stopped laughing, and sobered, as his eyes mingled with hers. 

‘Why, why haven’t you laughed?  Hmm?’  Adam asked quietly as he took a hand to her thick, luxurious hair and twisted it in his fingers.

‘I….I…. There’s just not been anything. …” Jewel, churning up memories, sobered as reality flung back into her face.

‘Hey, I’m sorry.’  Adam saw her fallen expression and was annoyed that he’d broken her happy mood.

‘It’s all right.  I should go now.  I haven’t seen to my horse for the joust, and well, let’s face it, there’s nothing that can really survive between us, is there?’  She looked hesitantly into his face and saw the safety and security she’d been seeking.  She longed to stay, but she had to go.  

She collected her hood off the rug and stood up awkwardly.  Adam followed her and kept her still by securing his hands about her shoulders.

‘Jewel….I want you to stay tonight.  I need you to stay tonight.’  She tried to ignore the warm, compelling tone in his voice, but made the mistake of looking into his eyes once more.  They were indescribable.  She made a meager attempt for the door, but allowed him to pull her back.

‘It means nothing, as you said, but we had fun last night, didn’t we?’  Adam tired to sound nonchalant, but he felt it was coming out badly.  He was beginning to need this woman too much.  He doubted if he could make love to her again, and let her go, but he needed to anyway.  His soul told him so.  

Jewel would be lost in him, if she let him, but as she gazed at his mesmerizing eyes, she couldn’t stop herself.  So, she lied to her heart, and told it that it would just be one more night of passion, and she could walk away in the morning.  They both made the silent decision.  They leaned together, closed their eyes tight, and jumped into the dangerous ocean of fire and passion without honesty or love.  Or so they thought.

They kissed for a long time.  They stood in the room, not moving much.  Not hurrying.  Adam lingeringly kissed and nibbled at her full, soft lips.  Jewel tried not to think as her mind was carried on a cloud of dreams.  His arms were around her.  She was sheltered from the storm that was her life, just for a brief period.  She would savor every second, and hold the memories to her breast when she was alone again.  She reached up and coiled her arms around his neck.  She remembered his bruised shoulder and took care to be gentle.  It was so different from the night before.  She tried not to think about that.  She only wanted to feel for the moment.  She opened her mouth to him, and gradually they kissed more deeply.  Adam merged his tongue with hers, letting the intimacy intensify gradually.  She was delicious.  He felt his loins stirring strongly.  He wanted to please her.  The night before had been too quick, too frantic.  He wanted to give all to her.  He also wanted to crack her resistance. A resistance that might have been built up from past experiences.  He pulled back after a long time, and she opened her eyes, pleading silently for more.

“I’ll stoke the fire.’  Adam said, causing her to frown.  She didn’t want him to leave her, not for one second.  But he did.  He retreated to the fireplace, while she stood watching him.  He moved gracefully, like a tiger. His body was tall, muscled and robust without an inch of fat.  She watched him hungrily as he lifted the heavy logs onto the fire with no effort.  Her flesh was already humming with the anticipation of the night.

The night before had not been her first time, but it had been the only time as far as she was concerned.  As a young teenager, she’d thought she’d fallen in love with a lord who’d seduced her over several months.  He’d taken her in, told her she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen, then taken her innocence.  After that, he’d thrown her away, telling her she was too tall and big boned to be beautiful.  She never tried to dwell on it.  She figured it would have happened sooner or later, and there was no such thing as love anyway, only reality.  So, she put it down to experience.  She’d hidden the disappointment.  As she thought about it now, she wondered what Adam must have thought about her not being a virgin.  Did he know?  He must. And why did he consider her so desirable?  She didn’t understand that either.

She smiled inside as she compared her first experience with her second.  There was no comparison.  This was entirely different.  Adam was a real lover.  It was like comparing a ruby to a piece of glass.  Her body quivered as he turned to face her again.  He smiled in a slow lazy way.  She returned his gesture, trying to keep her cool intact.  She couldn’t be too eager.

Adam held out his hands for her to come back to the fire.  She walked over to him, and stood still while he raised his hands to the buckles on her tunic and slowly began to work them undone.  She watched his face, through it all.  They both kept silent.  First, he removed her leather tunic, which was two sizes too large.  Once gone, he delicately removed the heavy strapping around her body, which helped to conceal her ample breasts and protect her from serious blows.  She felt liberated and more and more excited as he unraveled her bindings.  So much lately, she’d had to play the part of the sexless, loner, she’d almost forgotten that she was a woman.  Adam made her feel like one again.  His eyes feasted on her every curve as they revealed themselves, and Jewel’s desire became stronger and stronger.  She wanted to show him just how feminine she was, deep down.  She’d gotten sick and tired of being treated like a man.  She wanted to be treated like a woman.  

She relayed this to him hesitantly through her eyes, as the last of her tight binding fell away.  Her full, well-rounded breasts and nipples stood firmly to attention as he hungrily took in her loveliness.  She faulted slightly and crossed her arms nervously, a little self-conscious about her height and size.  She was hardly a delicate flower, after all.  At 5’9, she’d always been considered too tall, too heavy breasted and too solidly built for competing with refined ladies.  She said as much with her actions, and Adam noticed.  He ran his fingers teasingly along her arm and up to her neck, then to her cheek.  

‘You are stunning.’  He said, smiling at her.

‘I don’t see how…’ She began.

‘Do you know how long I’ve wanted a woman whom I wasn’t afraid I was going to suffocate?’  He smiled and chuckled, and she eventually did the same.  She then relaxed again, and began the pleasurable task of undressing him. 

Jewel gasped as she revealed the dark, angry bruise on his left shoulder.  She trailed her finger lightly across it and looked up at him with concern.  He didn’t show his discomfort, not that he would, but still it must have hurt.  She rubbed her hand over the breadth of his chest and wondered at its magnificence.  They hadn’t fully explored each other’s bodies the night before, in their impatience.  Now they indulged themselves totally.

“No wonder I couldn’t knock you off that horse.’  Jewel smiled as she kneaded the rock hard muscles in his arms.  She found them impressive.  Adam enjoyed her exploration.  He liked that she appreciated his torso.  Some women just looked scared when they saw him fully naked.  Jewel leaned forward and kissed the taunt surface.

She loved the soft feel of his thick curls of chest hair, with the solid wall of muscle and sinew beneath.  She felt the line of his ribs with her thumb, and moved her mouth across to his nipple.  She hesitated a little, but then touched her tongue to the small, hard bud, causing Adam to suck in his breath.  She placed her palm over his heart and felt the increased thud.

She continued to lick and tease his nipple, until he reached down and pulled her from him.  He took her lips, and kissed her hard.  He almost lost his control again, but steadied as she enveloped her soft lips about his so sensitively, it was almost as if she was kissing a man for the first time.  As he kissed her back, it niggled at a truth in the back of his mind.  She’d not been a virgin.   She’d been with a man before him.  Had she been in love before?  Was she already spoken for?  Was she married?  He didn’t know anything about her.

Adam hesitated slightly, stopping his kiss.  Jewel noticed and opened her eyes.  He looked like he wanted to ask her something.  She hoped he didn’t want to know about why she had to kill him again.  She didn’t want to think about that.

‘Do you have…. Another…. man?’  Adam asked, trying to sound unconcerned.

‘Why do you ask?’  Jewel colored, not comfortable talking about her meager love life. 

‘I mean, well, you’ve been with another man, before.’  Adam held her close, making sure she realized he still wanted to be with her.  He watched a frown settle on her brow. 

‘It was a mistake, a bad mistake.’  She rested her chin on his chest and sighed.  Adam wrapped his arms around her waist and whispered in her ear.

‘Tell me.’  He wanted her to share something with him, anything.  He was starved for information.  Even if it was about a former lover.

‘I was lured in by sweet words and expert lies.’  She fixed a smile on her face and again kissed the chest she tilted towards.  ‘It was a long time ago.  I’m wiser now. I think.’  She pulled back and wondered about that.  Adam reacted to this scrap of knowledge.

‘Did he hurt you?’  He said it with a little more venom than he intended.

‘No, not really.  Only my pride, I suppose.’  Jewel smiled hauntingly at Adam.  She was surprised by his concern.    

‘How did he do that?’

‘Well, he made me feel like once he’d had me, I was no longer attractive to him.  I was too tall, too big…well, I am, of course.’  She went red again and Adam knew she was feeling self-conscious.  He smiled and tipped her eyes up to his.

‘He was a fool.  You are the most ravishing creature I’ve ever been with. And I aim to prove it to you.’   Adam took her mouth again with his, lifted her off the floor and carried her to the bed.   Jewel didn’t have time to think about that, she just drowned in his heady kisses and strong arms.  No way did Adam make her feel substandard.  

He removed the rest of her clothing and soon had her naked on the furs.  He started with her eyes, kissing them shut, and spraying lingering kisses around her mouth.  He then moved down to her throat, taking the time to discover every inch of her skin.  He found a small scar by her breast, and he kissed it, loving the flaws as much as the perfection.  Jewel was floating, the feel of his fingers, and lips on her body too much to take in.  He was so gentle, yet erotic.  She sighed and panted at his exploration of her breasts.  They tingled and throbbed as he took them into his mouth in turn and sucked intimately.

She watched his eyes as they burned with fever.  She tipped her head back and moaned as her excitement peaked sharply.  She’d never have thought she could become so helpless from this kind of caress.  He left one nipple and drew the other into his mouth.  She cried out softly again, not being able to control the piercing throb inside her.  What was happening to her?  She could hardly lie still.  Her legs moved apart with anticipation, but Adam didn’t take her then.  He was too intent on giving her pleasure.  He loved her sighs and moans.  She’d never been appreciated before, well now, he was going to truly worship her body. 

Just as he knew she couldn’t stand the suckling on her breasts much longer, he left them and inched down to her navel.  Her hard, flat stomach made the fire in his groin hotter.  But he had to control it.  He wanted to please her.  He circled her belly with his tongue, letting it dip into her navel with teasing, light movements.  He looked up and was satisfied with the tortured look on her face.  She was lost in the feeling.  He moved lower.  Kissing her hips, then gently grazing his teeth against her bone, Adam worked slowly towards the pinnacle of her pleasure.

Jewel was beside herself.  Her limbs felt like jelly, her insides were going crazy.  What was happening?  She was almost delirious with pleasure.  Then she clutched at the furs at her side.  Where was he going?  Surely not?  She held on tight.  This was too much.

Adam’s lips kissed still lower, finding the top of her soft red curls at her core.  His fingers stroked her inner thigh lightly, causing her to moan and part them for his delectation.

‘Adam…’ she said distractedly.  She felt his hot tongue slip along her skin like silk.  She caught her breath as he kissed her on the tender flesh between her thighs.  He then made her gasp, as he parted her velvety lips with his tongue.

‘Oh, God!!”  Jewel bit her lip as she felt his hot mouth against her and his tongue inside her.  He licked her teasingly, and she almost exploded.  Then, he retreated for a moment, kissing and stroking her thighs with madding expertise. 

But Adam couldn’t stop himself.  He wanted to give her the ultimate pleasure.  He brought his tongue back and licked her greedily.  Jewel couldn’t stop the spiraling excitement.  Her body started to pulsate.  She yelled out something.  Then, on the edge, she screamed his name.  She shook with tension and excitement.   Her body was out of control, and frenzied.  Adam looked up and saw her in her rapture. He wanted her now.  God, she was incredible, and all his. 

She was still in the throws of her climax when Adam’s enlarged manhood penetrated her body.  Jewel was delirious.  She reached for him and wrapped her legs tightly around him as he thrust inside her.  She was still pulsating from her first climax when the next one began to build, way down deep inside her.  Adam tried to control it, but with her excitement and her tightness clasping him hard, he let go all his inhibitions.  Sweat poured from him as he held his body as long as he could.  The euforious rapture of the moment overpowered them together, as they cried out with exhilaration. 

Adam let his desire spill unchecked, as he called for her, collapsed forward and rolled her into his arms.  Jewel let him take her, wanting to squeeze every last drop of euphoria from the moment.  He was still inside her as he rolled her between the furs.  She could taste him as his seed saturated her essence.  She was totally and utterly in love.

They stayed locked together for some time.  Their breathing slowed gradually.  The pounding of their hearts subsided, but the tension in their bodies barely faded.  Adam soon found himself getting hard again, but Jewel looked exhausted.  He kept his wants in check and relaxed his hold on her slightly.  He was surprised when she protested and wriggled back to him.  She pulled him tight again, so he did as she wanted.  Soon, she was napping contentedly.

Adam couldn’t sleep.  He was internally ablaze and felt too alive to rest.  So he softly stroked her hair and body as she dozed against him.  He was in trouble.  He could never conceive of loving another, as long as she was around.  The fact that she wasn’t a blue blood was a problem, but he could bully his father into allowing a marriage if she was with child.  He looked down at her radiant face and smiled with the thought.  He was going to take every opportunity to ensure she would be, by the time the full moon was high in the sky.

With that exciting thought, his stomach began to rumble.  He then realized he hadn’t eaten all day, and they’d left the feast before he’d dinned. He kissed her softly on the nose, and Jewel stirred, unable to enter a deep slumber.  His body against hers was too stimulating to ignore.

‘Ah, you’re awake my sexy Knight.  I think it’s time we partook of some nourishment.’

‘Mmm, yes.’  She leaned forward and tasted his mouth.

‘No, my little devil, not that kind of nourishment.  I mean food.  Something to keep body and soul together.’

‘So do I.’ She pushed him down and opened her lips to his.  Adam allowed her a little freedom as he was excited by it.  He loved it when she started to make love to him.  But, ultimately, he was starved.  He broke away from her and jumped out of the bed.  He chuckled at her fallen expression and childish pout. 

‘We need real food.’

‘Where are you going to get any from at this time of night?  You’re crazy.’  She smiled, rolled back down and stretched her body out like a cat.  Adam had to use all his willpower not to climb right back in beside her, as he hadn’t seen anything so sexy in his life. He’d better be fast getting the food.  He donned his loose leather tunic, and trousers and took off out the door.  Jewel sighed and rolled herself up in the furs.  She wasn’t going to think about tomorrow.  She refused to.  The only thing she wanted to know, was here and now.  So she blocked all thoughts from her head and replayed their love making over and over in her mind until his return. 

Adam made it to the kitchen in double quick time and yelled out for their cook to awaken.  A small strange looking man from the east appeared, muttering angrily away in a tongue nobody had been able to decipher yet.  In fact, nobody was even sure where he was from.  An explorer had stayed overnight in Ponderlot one day and said he’d visited a country with silks and spices.  The little man, on seeing the huge and modern kitchen in the bowls of Ponderlot’s castle (it had in indoor meat keeper) refused to travel with the explorer any more, and wanted to stay at the castle and cook.

So, all they knew about him was his name, Hop Fling, and the fact that he cooked with strange spices that they enjoyed.  But he had a temper, and he wasn’t going to take kindly to Adam wanting food at 2am.

‘Hop Fling!  I need food!’  Adam rustled among the left overs from the feast and began piling meats, fruits and cheeses onto a plate.

‘Who there, Prince Alam. . . you get out Hop Fling’s kitchen. . .you bad boy. . you never eat at feast’

‘Well, I’m eating now!’  Adam challenged him bravely and ignored the kitchen knife in the cook’s hand.  ‘Now, get me something sweet. . .for desert.’

‘All the time, you get this, you get that. . .Hop Fling quit. . go back to far east. . Hop Fling no like royal flamry. . .

‘Oh, but Hop Fling, don’t you have the best fire oven in the land?’  Adam appealed to the little cook’s sense of pride.  ‘And don’t you have the best meats to cook with, and the best spices, hmm?’

‘You, you Prince Alam, very bad.  HERE!’  Hop Sing gave him another tray filed with sweet meats, sugary treats and drinks.  Adam scooped up the lot, balanced the trays and headed back to his room.  On the way, he stuck his head into Ross’s chambers and roused his friend.  

‘Ross, prepare the bath for me.  The large one, in the chamber off my bedroom.’

‘What?’  Ross half-asleep was surprised at Adam’s request.

‘You heard me, prepare the bath.  And find something sweet smelling to put in the water, would you?’  Adam smiled benevolently and shut the door again.

‘Sweet smelling!’  Ross mumbled to himself.  ‘What does he think this is, the 20th century?’

Adam smiled as he entered his room again.  He’d half tossed the notion that Jewel might have left, but there she was, by the fire, dressed in one of his long fur coats, looking at his collection of swords hanging over the fire.

‘Dinner is served, my lady.’  Adam announced officially as he closed the door with his foot.  She turned and smiled at him.

‘Oh, great, I didn’t realize how hungry I was until you mentioned it.’  She walked over to a wooden desk, on which he was putting the trays.

‘What did you bring me?’  She sniffed the air and went to get some chicken.

‘Uh, uh, not yet.  You be a good girl and go get into bed.’  He looked at her with devilment in his eye.

‘In bed, I can’t eat in bed.  What do you mean?’  She crossed her arms and the long sleeves of the coat flapped comically.

‘I’m going to feed you.’  Adam let his sly grin widen.

‘Feed me?  Huh? Did you scull some mead while you were in the kitchen?’  She looked at him with dubiousness and swiped one of the fresh plums.

‘No, give that back.’  Adam said it calmly, but firmly.

‘No.  I’m going to eat it.  Wasn’t that the plan?’  Jewel, beginning to understand that Adam intended something a little different for their midnight snack, backed away and held the plum out for him to grab.

‘Come and get it if you want it.’  She laughed and ran, as he charged at her like a raging bull.

Adam missed her as she scooted around the corner of the bed, but caught her near the wall as the ends of her coat caught on some furniture.

‘Ah, now give it up, or you’re gonna regret it.’  Adam grabbed her around the waist and dug his fingers into her ribs.  She screeched with laughter as he found out how ticklish she was.  She dropped the plum and Adam picked her up and carried her back to the bed.  Not at all opposed to being carried in his arms, she laughed softly and clasped her arms loosely around his neck.  As he reached the bed, he turned to her and looked at her with all seriousness.

‘Now, are you going to be good?’ he continued.  She wiped the smile off her face, and nodded eagerly.

‘Good, now, you lay here while I get supper ready, all right?’  

‘All right.’  She flashed her eyes, then squealed as he dropped her cold into the furs.

‘And get that jacket off, I want to see you, all of you.’  He narrowed his dark eyes in command and she eagerly obeyed.  It was nice to have a man in control.  Most were scared of her and kept well away.  She slipped off the jacket and tossed it aside.  She settled herself back on the pillows and furs, taking Adam’s attention away from his job.

‘Ah, hmm, are we ever going to eat, or are you going to stand their all night, gaping.’  She asked cheekily as Adam snapped himself out of her spell and continued to sort out the food.

Finally, her returned to her, and set a plate of goodies down on the sideboard.

‘Now, close your eyes.’  He said softly and she began to laugh again.

‘Adam, really, I don’t see….’

‘I said, close your eyes!’  His hypnotic, compelling gaze made her follow the order, and she closed them for him.  Adam sighed as he looked at her, totally at his mercy.  His heart skipped a little, and he almost ruined it by kissing her senseless and telling her he’d fallen in love, but he restrained himself.

He reached down beside him, and tore off a portion of chicken.  Bringing it to her nose, she smelled the food and almost opened her eyes.

‘No, no, I’ll feed it to you.’  He moved it to her lips, and she took it from his fingers, touching them slightly as she did so.  Adam felt her touch burn as much as a flame would, had he put his hand into the fire.  He smiled and turned and picked up a sweet grape.

‘Now, this.’  He rolled the small round fruit around on the edge of her mouth, and she smiled, with the sensation.  He popped it into her mouth, and she tasted the contrast of the food he was giving her.

He followed this with more meat, then some cheese, then a sour lemon, which she almost spat back at him.  They both laughed, and he quickly gave her a sweet drink to counteract it.  She didn’t open his eyes.  She trusted him, and loved the little game. 

‘You must have some.’  She said after she’d had her fill.  ‘Let me feed you?’  She didn’t open her eyes but pleaded with her expression.

‘Wait, one more thing.’  Adam picked up a sweet, plump strawberry from the fruit pile and put it between his teeth.  He lowered his head to hers and Jewel felt the edge of the strawberry against her lips.  She opened her mouth and took it in, and in so doing, allowed his lips to meet hers.  She moaned with excitement, as she sucked the strawberry from his mouth, then kissed him, allowing the fruit to be shared by the two of them.  Adam laughed against her and swallowed the sweet berry.  Then, he took her in a full, lustful kiss that had them both breathless and excited once more.

‘Adam, now you.’  Jewel, not going to miss out, asked him to lay back so she could give him some food.  He did as she asked, and she took great delight in surprising him and teasing him with the treats.  

‘I need something to drink.’  Adam requested and she awkwardly tried to tip his cup to his lips without spilling any.  She didn’t succeed and the cold liquid spilled out and dribbled down his chin and onto his chest.

‘Yikes, woman, that’s cold!’  Adam laughed and jumped up from the covers.

‘Sorry. . “  She laughed out loud as she grabbed a cloth and tried to clean him.

‘Food fight, is it.  Couldn’t wait to throw something on me, could you?’  Adam smiled devilishly and went for the plate.

‘No!’  Jewel yelled and laughed, as she comprehended what he was going to do.  Before they knew it, they were throwing fruit, meat and drinks at each other, in a rousing food fight.  Adam got a great shot in with a peach, while Jewel managed to smear him with a good amount of sweet jam.  They laughed, fought and messed the whole room up, and by the time they were finished, they were puffing harder than if they’d been in a joust.

‘Oh, no, what a mess.’  Jewel looked around at the room.  She’d collapsed in a heap in his arms, which he blanketed protectively around her.

‘Ah, yeah.  Lucky I have a bath all prepared for us.’  

Jewel looked at him with amazement.  Where did he get time to organize that?

‘Come my sticky woman, let us get clean.’  He rose from the bed and pulled her with him.  Off to one side of his room, he opened the door a fraction and saw that Ross had dutifully done his bidding and had prepared the large iron bath with steaming hot water and something fragrant.  Smelled like flowers.  Adam nodded slightly.  That would do nicely.  Although, where Ross had rustled flowers from at this time of night, held for a very amusing thought.

Jewel smiled as Adam led her in and closed the door.  She breathed in the scent deeply and couldn’t wait for the clean water to lap at her skin.  She watched with longing as Adam removed his clothes.

They both stepped into the tub and lowered into the water.  Adam reached for her and floated her over to him.  It was a huge tub, and Ross must have found an army of helpers to fill it for him.  Heaven’s knew what they must have thought, hearing their laughter from next door.  But Adam didn’t care.  He picked up a soft washer and soap, and began to rub her body all over.  Jewel tipped her head back into the water and rested it against Adam’s good shoulder.

She sighed and arched against him as he rolled the cloth along her glistening skin.  

‘Nice?’  He murmured into her ear, as she trickled bath water down along the powerful muscle of his chest.

‘Very nice.’  She managed.  And soon, after a thorough soaping, they forgot their purpose and tangled themselves together in the water. Their bodies moved erotically together.  The water gave his caresses a dream like quality.  Jewel, growing impatient for him again, kissed him passionately, and without regard for having to breathe oxygen, they both sank under the water hopelessly locked together.

They surfaced again, out of breath and spluttering.  Adam, choking on the water, looked at her and chuckled. 

‘I think we’d better get out before we drown each other.’  He smiled and she heartily agreed as she coughed incessantly.

At four in the morning, Adam and Jewel towel dried each other with loving care.  They then moved back to the bedroom, which miraculously had been tidied and cleaned.  Adam knew he was going to owe Ross big time for this, but he didn’t care.  He was with the one woman who’d finally made him feel like he was alive.  And he still had two hours until dawn.  

He turned to her and kissed her gently.  She went into his arms willingly, wanting to get close to him.  They moved under the covers and furs.  In the stillest hours of the morning, they made love that was both incredible and soul searching.  Jewel allowed him to hold her in his arms when they were spent, and they finally slept, hoping that the morning would never arrive. 

It was late the next morning before Jewel awoke.  She was confused by her surroundings at first.  She was in a large, warm room, wrapped in furs and in Adam’s arms.  Morning sunlight was streaming in through the narrow window.  It was then that she realized she’d breached the promise she’d made to herself to never sleep with this man all night long.

She felt so safe and so warm.  His lovely body was draped around her, protectively.  He was breathing deeply, still fast asleep after their torrid night together.  Jewel blushed to herself, remembering the night vividly.  She dared not move.  Not that she wanted to.  Lying here, with him seemed so right.  Not many things had gone right for her lately, and even though their time together could not last, right here and now, she felt there was no place she would rather be.

She smiled fondly as she looked on his handsome, relaxed face.  The dark shadow of beard was present and she longed to run her palm along the roughness. She’d only lain with him in the night, so he appeared different to her in the soft morning light.  He seemed more real, and more human.  Over the last couple of days Jewel had tried desperately to separate Adam the lover from Adam the warrior and enemy, although now the two were coming mixed together in one confusing mess in her head. 

Jewel thought unhappily about her mission.  No matter how she tried to think of an alternative, she couldn’t escape the fact that Adam was supposed to be dead by midnight, at her hand.  She leaned her head gloomily on his shoulder.  How could she kill him now, after last night, when she’d allowed him to hold her so intimately?  He was still doing so now, in fact.  It was as if from that moment on, she’d crossed the line inside her heart.  She was not so tough that she could just turn cold now and poison him, or kill him in a joust.  She just couldn’t go through with it.  There had to be another way out of this mess.  Perhaps she should confess everything to him.  He might understand and help her, and her father.  But, the Snowbird spies were everywhere.

Just then, he began to stir.  A low groan escaped from his lips as he stretched and instinctively pulled her in tighter against his body.  Jewel went willingly.  She placed her smooth cheek against his rough one, and tried to doze.  She wanted to make these last moments count.  She had a feeling that whatever the outcome of this unholy mess was, she would probably come out of it badly.

She closed her eyes and fantasized that this was all permanent and real.  She dreamed that Adam was her man and her father was safe and well, able to live out his days in comfort.  She felt tears gather behind her eyes as she thought about that nice scenario.  Something about the mood they had created together that night was making her very emotional.  Jewel cursed to herself as she opened her eyes again.

She was surprised to look up and into Adam’s soft brown eyes.  He was wide-awake and staring down at her, with the most perplexed expression on his face.  Was he surprised that she was still here?  Or, had he noticed her anguish?  Jewel knew that she should pull away and run.  But she just couldn’t.  She was in love with him, and that compelled her to stay.

‘Hi stranger.’  Adam said softly, drawing his thumb up to the corner of her eye and wiping a small, salty tear from her skin.

‘I have to go now,’ Jewel said flatly.  She made no attempt to move.

‘Ah, overstayed your curfew?’  Adam smiled wryly and continued to caress her face with his finger.  Jewel tried not to let it get to her, but she was helpless.  She half closed her eyes and buried her head against his chest, willing time to freeze, so she could be here with him always.

‘Yes, I must go.’  She said again with no conviction in her voice.

‘Well, before you do.’  Adam stopped and waited for her to look up again, which she eventually did.

‘What?’  

‘Just this…’ Adam bent his head to hers and took her lips so softly and tenderly, that Jewel sighed beneath him and sunk back into the bed.  Adam encased her in his arms and lay his naked body against hers. He should have been exhausted, considering the night they’d had, but instead, he was exhilarated and buzzing with energy and vibrancy for life that he hadn’t possessed in a long time.

When he finally let her up, she felt numb.  Jewel tried to block him out, pushed him away, gathered a nightgown from beside the bed, stumbled towards the door, and collected her clothes.  Adam watched cautiously.  He had to believe that something would happen to change the outcome of their relationship. He would have her, or he would die, it was simple.  And as she hurriedly dressed and left the room, she too silently prayed for a miracle.  She’d never asked for one until now.

Later that afternoon, Adam checked his equipment and his destrier.  He was ready for the joust, and he glanced over at Ross, who stood anxiously by the gate to the arena.  He turned and saw Jewel walk in at the far end.  He smiled under his helmet, thinking of the night they’d shared.  Then, he frowned at what was about to take place.  He didn’t want to hurt her.  God knew, he loved her so.  But, there had to be a resolution, and this was the only way out.  He mounted his charger and waited for the starter’s signal.

Jewel was feeling sick to her stomach.  She wanted to be anywhere but here.  Even though crowds of people, horses and noise surrounded her, the only sound she could hear was Adam’s sexy, low voice, mixed with hers at the moment of ultimate desire.  He’d put her into some sort of trance.  One that she didn’t want to wake from.  But, here she was, out on the battlefield, desperately trying to regain her composure.  A sigh shuddered from her lips as she prepared to mount.

They stood, facing each other.  Between them was the heavy rail along which they had to charge.  Jewel steadied her lance, and for once, it seemed heavy and awkward in her hands.  Adam lifted his lance skywards, ready to bring it down at the signal.  The crowd quieted down, ready for the exciting match.  

Then, just as they were about to start, something went wrong.   Adam slumped forward in his saddle, and his lance left his hand and clattered to the ground.  Jewel took a moment to realize there was a problem.  She watched confused, as Ross leapt over the rail and ran to his master.  A low murmur started in the crowd, then a louder one, as Adam collapsed on the neck of his horse and began to slide from the saddle.  Jewel’s heart raced as she watched in horror from the other end.  As Ross took Adam’s weight and lowered him to the ground, Jewel kicked her mount’s sides and raced him towards the trouble.  Her lance crashed to the ground, forgotten.

‘Quick, get the Doctor.  The Prince is in trouble!’  Jewel heard Ross’s words with dread as she skidded her horse to a stop and vaulted from his back.  As she approached, she saw the anger in Ross’s eyes as he pointed to her accusingly.

‘Arrest this Knight!  This is his doing.  He’s poisoned the Prince!  I know he was plotting to kill him.  Prince Adam told me himself!’  The King’s knights came at her from all angles and grabbed her roughly.  Jewel tried to struggle free; she had to get to Adam. Ross took off Adam’s helmet, and Jewel gasped at how deathly white he looked.  She cried out in anguish, but her metal helmet swallowed up the sound.  Her legs began to buckle.  What if the Snowbirds had carried out their plan to poison him, without waiting for her to do it?  She felt sick, and wanted the earth to swallow her up.  He couldn’t be dying.  He couldn’t.  She loved him more than life.  Tears cascaded down her cheeks as the royal family surrounded her man.  She watched in horror as the King sagged against Adam and began to silently weep.  

‘No, NO!’  She yelled the words, but they only came out as a dry whisper.  Next thing she knew, she was being forcibly hauled back towards the castle.  A crowd was following them, yelling abuse and throwing rocks at her.  She didn’t feel the projectiles, or hear them as they clanged against her armor.  Adam was dead.  And so, was she inside.  Her life was over.

She was dragged up the stairs of the tower, and thrown onto the floor of the prison cell in the turret.  Jewel slid along the floor, and hit the opposite wall.  She just lay there.  One of the knights shouted at her and kicked at her armor.

‘If the Prince dies, you’ll be hung and tortured out in the square.  You betta prey he lives!’

The door slammed shut and Jewel remained crumpled on the floor.  Her strength was depleted, and her will was gone.  There was no reason to get up, not if he was . . . dead.  She could barely think the words.  She closed her eyes tightly and shut out the most horrible truth.

Several hours later, she’d managed to sit up and remove her armor.  She lay huddled and shivering on the narrow cot in the cell.  One narrow window high up told her that the day was rapidly disappearing and it would soon be night.  No one had looked in on her.  Everything was so deathly silent.  She was driven crazy by the sound of her own sobs and nothing else.  All she could see was Adam’s face, strong and sure, smiling at her.  Then the contrast of his deathly white features, as he lay still on the ground.

At dusk, she heard a bell tolling.  It was a somber, low note that rang through the still, night air.  It was the sound of death.  Jewel got unsteadily to her feet.  She walked to the window and stood on tiptoes to inch her face up to the bottom of the narrow opening.  She heard a voice, the town cryer, wailing a terrible message to the villagers.

‘Prince Adam is dead.  Prince Adam is dead.  The castle mourns his sad passing.’  

The message was repeated over and over, and Jewel had to hold her stomach to stop from being physically ill.  Her fear was realized.  She slid down the wall and onto the cold hard stone floor.  She didn’t care if they came to hang her.  She deserved it.  It was all her fault.  He would still be alive if it wasn’t for her.  He’d let his guard down.  She didn’t hear the footsteps approaching on the tower’s stairs.  

She was shaken out of her misery when a loud clanging of bolts and chains sounded from the heavy iron door.  Jewel steadied herself for the worst.  She managed to clutch hold of the side of the bed and pull herself up and onto it.  The door swung open and a guard outside stood in shadow. 

‘Food for the prisoner,’ a rough voice said.  Jewel sank down with indifference.

‘I don’t want it.  I’ll just wait for the executioner.’

‘Why?  Did somebody die?’  

Jewel ignored the sarcastic comment, but then as it clicked in her brain, she slowly looked up.  The darkly clad guard walked into the cell, put down a tray of stew and lit a candle on the ledge next to the bed.  She watched him with caution.  There was something about the way he moved.

She remained silent as the guard turned around.  His face was in shadow, covered by a cloth hood.  Then, he pulled it slowly back, and Jewel gasped.  It was Adam!  He was alive!  

‘Adam?’  She barely whispered the word.  He revealed his steady, concerned eyes.

‘Yes, Jewel, it’s me.’  He stayed where he was, a little unsure of her. 

‘I thought . . .they said . . .’ She felt her world spin as she willed her stiff legs to move.  She walked toward him, and then just as she was close she started to fall.  The ground raced hard to meet her, but she didn’t make it.  Instead, a pair of safe, strong arms caught her and pulled her to safety.

‘Hey, it’s all right.  I’m here.’  Adam took her weight and settled them both on the side of the narrow cot.  He’d been unsure of her true feelings until now.  She trembled in his arms and she squeezed him tight, as he pulled her close to his chest.  She loved him, and damn the consequences, she was going to tell him so.

‘I…. I….’  She couldn’t say it, so she lifted her tear filled eyes and told him with a look that said it all.

‘I know. …” Adam leaned down, kissed her temple and rocked her against his body.  She clung to him, still unable to believe he was alive.

After several minutes trying to compose herself, she straightened up and tried to make sense with what had happened.

‘Adam, I thought the Snowbirds had carried out their plan regardless of me.  They were the one’s that wanted you dead.  Not me.  I never wanted to kill you.  They were forcing me into it.’  She leaned her head on his shoulder, hoping he’d forgive her.

‘I know all about the Snowbirds.  Ross carried out some investigations for me.  They figured that with me out of the way, the King would be sufficiently weakened to attack from the north.  They’ve become more powerful over the last few years.  Ever since they swallowed up the lands of King William of Oregon, they’ve been a threat.  I figured I would beat them at their own game, and ‘die’ first.  Then, with everyone believing me to be dead, I could secretly plan a reverse attack on them, and stop them once and for all.’  Jewel looked at his steady, calm appearance as she took in this information.

‘With a little help from Ross and the King’s surgeon, I took a potion that made me appear dead.  Even my own family didn’t know.  Because only true grief would convince the spies, and I’ve found out, they are everywhere.’  Adam looked hard into Jewel’s eyes, and then, unraveled her arms and moved away.  He stood up, and walked to the wall.  He then turned and leaned back, watching her, evaluating.

‘What I need to know, my love, is why you were the one chosen to kill me?  Was it for money?  Or, do your sympathies lie in the Snowbird’s camp?’  Adam didn’t really want to know the answer, in case she had committed treason. There was little he could do to stop the King from punishing her if that was fact.  Yet he couldn’t come up with a good enough reason to excuse her.  He waited with baited breath for her answer.

‘Adam, I hate the Snowbirds.  They tore my homeland to pieces when I was a child.  I remember only poverty and homelessness at their hands.  Believe me when I say I had no choice in this.’

‘Then why, in God’s name why?’  Adam started to loose his control.  He walked back to her and gripped her shoulders.  ‘You must tell me.’

Jewel knew he was right.  

‘It’s my father, Adam.  They have my father.’  Adam, unprepared for her answer, sat back with surprise.

“Six weeks ago, they came and raided our house in the night.  They took my father, who has been ailing for some time. They locked him up in King William’s former castle.  I know because they then captured me, and took me there.  He looked so ill, and they had him chained to the wall.  They then told me if I didn’t make my way to Ponderlot and assassinate you, they would kill him.  But not just kill him, torture him, for days and weeks on end as well.  I had no choice.  I didn’t know you.  I didn’t have anything to loose.  My father is all I had.  So, I came.  When I fell, well, when I got to know you, I couldn’t see my way to kill you.  Then I was torn.  I couldn’t let my father down, but I also didn’t have the will to kill you.  I was trapped, and angry.  And now, they’ll probably kill him anyway because I didn’t carry out my orders.’

Jewel hung her head, and missed the heavy sigh of relief Adam expelled.  She did have a good reason.  The King would be satisfied.  So, he smiled and went to her again.

‘But you did carry out your orders, Jewel.  Don’t you see?  They think me dead.  They don’t know it was a trick.  They believe you poisoned me, and are going to be executed for the crime.’

‘But, what happens when I’m not killed.’

‘You will be killed, my darling, at dawn.’  Adam kept a somber face, as she whipped her head up in shock.

‘But, I…. I….’  Jewel didn’t know what to say.

‘That is, it will be told among the land that you have been executed in a private death carried out for the King.  It will be said that he was too upset over my passing to wait to kill you publicly, thus avoiding a real beheading.  Then, with you safe in this tower, I will go disguised to my secret army and head off their attack.’  Adam smiled with triumph and watched the play of emotions on Jewel’s face as she took it all in.

‘I’m coming with you!’  Her nerve returned when she realized how clever the overall plan was.

‘No, you’re staying right here, out of harms way.’  Adam, now sure of her love and loyalty, pulled her onto his lap and encircled her waist with his hands.

‘No, Adam, you need me.’  She gave him her most serious look.

‘I’d only be worried about you, besides, I can’t let the Snowbirds find out you’re alive.’

‘Worse you being alive than I.  You need me because that’s my home.  I know that country intimately.  I know where they have my father, and I want to make sure I get him back alive.’

‘Jewel, I said no…’ She pulled away from him and paced the floor of the small cell.

‘Adam, I’ve got a better plan.  I could escape!  I’ll go back there and boast of my killing you.  Then, I will ensure they release my father.  Face it, with me dead, they have no further use for him.  If I go tonight, and ride fast, I’ll probably beat the messengers they would’ve already sent today.  I’ll talk them into false assurances, and that I’ve become sympathetic with their cause.  They know of my abilities, and they will want me to join them.  Thus I can help defeat them when you spring your attack.’  She stopped speaking and wheeled around to get his reaction.  Adam didn’t say anything for a few moments.  He was obviously tossing over the plan in his head.  

‘It’ll be too dangerous.’  At last he offered.

‘Adam, I need to save my father.  I’m just as competent as any of your Knights are. You know that.  You must let me go.  It’s his only chance.’  She came back to the bed, and sat beside him.  ‘Adam, these last few days, you’ve revived my enthusiasm for life.  I’ll be as sharp as a knife, cautious, cunning and true to you.  I won’t let you or myself down.  Most of all, I can’t let my father down.  You do understand, don’t you?’  She pleaded with her deep green eyes, and Adam softened.

‘I knew there was a good reason I’d fallen for you besides those cat like eyes.’  He smiled and leaned forward, capturing her lips in a quick, hungry kiss. Jewel responded with eagerness, and they both found themselves caught up in their hot desire for one another.  It was some time later, that Jewel found herself curled up beside him.  They’d almost made love, but Adam had curtailed it.  He couldn’t afford to get caught up with her, here and now.  There were too many plans to be made.  He had to move the army out quickly, and Jewel had to leave for Oregon. But still, he lingered with the tempting choice, especially when he’d finally got her to admit she loved him.  

‘And do you love me also?’  She allowed her tongue to drag leisurely along the hot, salty skin of his throat.

‘I think it’s getting late, and we should be preparing for this battle.’  Adam said the protest, but instead of acting on his own words, he took up her challenge and touched his lips to her ear lobe.

‘I am preparing for the battle.’  She pulled away from him and strolled across the room to the opposite wall.  “I’m practicing resisting temptation while being under arrest.  If they decide to interrogate me, I want to know I can defy it.’

‘You can’t resist me.’  Adam smirked with confidence and sprang to his feet like a cat.

‘Oh yes, I can.’  She crossed her arms and leaned back with confidence.

‘Oh no, you can’t.’  He went to her swiftly and surrounded her waist with his arms. He was right about her. They began to kiss again, with an insatiable appetite.  They were so wrapped up in each other, that they didn’t hear the approaching footsteps.

The door to the cell flung open and the King, Eric and Joseph all filed into the room.

‘Fire and Brimstone, Adam!  I didn’t believe your brother when he told me of your preference, but now, I see it with mine own eyes.’  Adam turned his head at his father’s horrified voice.  Jewel was obscured by Adam’s torso.

‘See, father, I told you, he’s lost his mind!’  Joseph turned away, not wanting to look at his brother’s shame.

‘It’s all right, Adam.  I’ll still stand with you.’  Eric, the only one to take it in his stride, looked at the rest of his family in disgrace.

‘Well, looks like this is a good time to introduce you three to the White Knight.’  Adam moved from in front of her, and they all gasped with surprise.

‘You…you mean, this charming and beautiful creature is the White Knight?’  King Benjamin moved forward and smoothly took her hand to kiss the back of it.

‘Well, I can see where Prince Adam gets his charm.  Nice to meet you, sire. My real name is Jewel.’

‘Jewel.’  The King’s brow furrowed, as a tiny memory tweaking in his brain.

‘I don’t believe it.  This, woman, beat me in a joust?’  Joseph stated with a whine in his voice.

‘Don’t you think a woman can fight?’  Jewel raised her eyebrows to him and crossed the floor.

‘You’d better not try it, little brother.  She can fight better than most men I’ve come across.’  Adam said proudly and draped his arm protectively along her shoulder.

‘Well, I knew it had to be something like this.’  Eric beamed at her and moved forward.  ‘So nice to make your acquaintance.  Adam told us about the Snowbirds.’

‘Yes, what about that, Adam.  Jewel is still under suspicion of treason.  Is it not true young lady, that you were here to murder the Prince.’ Benjamin wanted some answers.

‘It’s true, sire.  As I have now explained to Adam, it was because they are holding my father as prisoner.  They would have tortured and killed him, had I not carried out their plan.  Now, thanks to the Prince, they believe that to be so.  I am at your mercy, sire.’  She went down on one knee, and the King’s anger dissipated quickly.

‘Oh, I see.  Well, I suppose that’s a good reason,’ he grumbled.  Adam went on to explain to his family what they now intended to do, and all of them thought it was a good plan, although they were concerned for Jewel’s safety.

‘Don’t worry, father.  She can take care of herself.’  Adam spoke confidently, and the King saw the love in his son’s eyes, shining brightly for her.  It was a terrible shame that he’d finally found a woman to equal him, but who wasn’t of royal blood.

‘I’m sure she can.  Well, if she’s going to escape, we’d better make it look good.  Eric, go and instruct the guards to make a good show of chasing her, but she’s to get away unharmed, understand?’  

‘Yes father, I’ll get right to it.’  Eric again smiled broadly at his brother, then hurried off to prepare for the escape.

‘Joseph, you go with Adam and lead the army.  I’ll be staying here to protect the castle.’  Benjamin looked sternly at his youngest, as he was about to hesitate, then answered, yes sir.

Joseph left them.

‘Now, Adam, you go and prepare the army for marching.  I know you have a lot to do before light.  And, don’t forget, you must not be recognized.’

‘I know, father.’

‘The Snowbirds are the most dangerous of all foes.  They defeated King William.  He was the best.  And he was a great friend of mine.  I wish you God speed and luck.  Although, I know you will do your best to overthrow them.’

Adam looked at his father, then back at Jewel.

‘Go son, I want to speak to Jewel in private.’  The King was stern with his words, and Adam reluctantly prepared to leave.

‘You’ll be at the castle, waiting for me?’  Adam turned to her and sounded uneasy.

‘I’ll be there.’  Jewel, uncaring of the King’s presence, walked forward and took him with a passionate kiss.  Adam responded with more feeling than he wanted to betray.  Benjamin watched with grave concern.  Adam and she could never marry.  Unless….

‘Goodbye.’  Adam broke from her unwillingly, uttered the farewell and retreated.  She watched him go with reluctance.

‘Jewel, tell me more about yourself, and your father.’  The King paced across the floor, and Jewel, who tried to gather her thoughts, watched him.

‘I am telling the truth, sire.’

‘I believe you, child.  But, I’d like to know more about you.  It’s obvious you’ve captured my son’s heart, and I wish to know your history.’

She moved to the bed, and sat down.  She told him of her childhood.  Her father worked for King William as one of his best Knights.  He was a personal assistant to the King, but during the uprising, they lost the battle, and her father managed to escape with her and a few others from the castle walls.  The King was assassinated by spies while her father and other Knights fought the main army.  She told him of their years in hiding, where anyone sympathetic to the old regime had been hunted and executed.  That was why her father had trained her to defend herself from such a young age.  He’d always believed he might be killed and she’d have to survive without him.

‘I was strong, and I was good at fighting.’  She said at last.  ‘Now, he’s in trouble, and I must help him.’

‘What’s his name?’  Benjamin sat beside her, and Jewel saw Adam’s dark eyes in the King’s.

‘Jacob Norcummberland.’

The king frowned and then turned away for a moment.

‘I think I remember him.  He had a mass of blonde hair.  He was a powerful fellow, but very good with children.’

‘Yes, well, he was.  Now his hair is grey, but he’s still a wonderful man.’

‘And what of your mother?’  

‘I know nothing of her.  Father never spoke of her.  I think she may have been killed in the attack.’  Jewel was puzzled at why the King wanted to know all this, but she kept silent.

‘You must have been very small.’

‘I was only three, sire. I remember very little.’  The King nodded with understanding.

‘Well, sire, I think I should prepare to leave.  I must make some time before the sun breaks.’  King Benjamin was snapped out of his pondering, and smiled fondly at her.

‘Yes, yes, you must.  And I’m asking you to look after my son.  He thinks he’s indestructible, you know.’

‘I know, and he is, if you ask me.’  She smiled cheekily at him, and left the King.  He watched her go, and again, his mind started to tick over.  Something about her story was not making sense.  Yes, he’d known Jacob.  He’d been close to King William.  But he didn’t have a child, not even a wife.  Besides that, she looked nothing like him.  Surely, Jacob hadn’t betrayed William.  For if he had, maybe Jacob’s daughter was now betraying them all.  This could all be one big plot to capture Ponderlot for the north.

But, there was something about her eyes that made him trust her.  He just couldn’t put his finger on it.  He got to his feet, and left the cell to think some more.  Who was she, really?

As Jewel saddled her horse for the journey, Adam stole into the barn to say a proper goodbye.  He watched her from the shadows as she tightened the cinch and buckled the bridle.  

‘Don’t do anything foolish.’  

Jewel’s heart skipped a beat, as his voice carried softly across the barn.

‘I’ll be careful.’  She said quietly, as she patted the neck of her destrier.  

Adam walked up to her, careful that no one else was around.  He was disguised as a common soldier.

‘I mean, if they’ve killed your father, you mustn’t try to seek revenge on them before I arrive.  It would be suicide.’

‘What makes you think I would?’  Jewel turned, and searched for his eyes hidden by a hood, much like the one she wore.

‘Because if it were my father held prisoner, and they’d killed him, I would want blood.’  He reached out his hands and caressed her shoulders.

‘And you and I think alike.  So I know you will want revenge.  But, I implore you to wait for my arrival.  If there is to be bloodshed over this, then I want to help you.’

‘You mean you want to protect me, and do my bidding for me.’  She frowned, but softened as he unexpectedly moved forward and embraced her loosely.

‘No, I want to make sure justice is done, and we all get out of there alive.’  He tipped her chin up and studied her expression.

‘Why.  There can never be anything between us other than a casual affair.’  She tested his patience by pulling away and continuing to ready her horse.

Adam sighed and watched her hostility grow.  

‘Why?  Because despite the fact that we can not officially marry, I intend to always watch over you.  You will always be mine.  And I will be yours.’  Adam frowned at his own words.  This was a promise he might not be able to keep.

‘Adam, don’t make plans for me.  I won’t stand by and watch you be wed to another, just for duty.  I couldn’t stomach that.  It’s best after this is over, that I leave.  In fact, I insist.  This is the end for us.’  She turned back to him, with dispassionate, clear eyes.  ‘I don’t regret one minute.  And I know inside no man will ever love me, as you have loved me.  But I must be practical.  We both must be.  No arrangement could ever satisfy either one of us.  I would be eaten by jealously, and I fear your morals and your choice to have to do the right thing by everyone may destroy you.  No, my darling, we must end it here.’  She walked back to him and raised her hand to his cheek.

‘I’ll never forget you.’  She whispered, and her throat became tight as he leaned down and crushed her to his torso.  They held onto each other as if clinging onto a narrow ledge, with a deadly gorge beneath.  Adam knew she was right, but he didn’t want to face it.  It was all too painful to think about.  

‘I love you.’ She said with conviction, as she finally let him go.

‘And I love you.’  Adam heard himself say it, but didn’t know if he’d said it out loud.  Their mouths hovered close to one another’s, but they both made the decision not to kiss.  If they started, they may never be able to stop.  So Adam released her, and watched her mount her horse, wipe the moisture from her eyes, and kick her horse into life.  He stayed behind in the barn for some time, until he found the strength to leave. 

Jewel ran her animal hard.  She changed horses at various villages along the route.  She didn’t sleep and pushed herself to near exhaustion.  She overtook the messengers a few hours from the northern city.  She prepared herself for anything as she rode into Snowbird territory.   She thought of her father, perhaps now dead.  She also thought of Adam’s words not to seek revenge.  She didn’t know if she would be able to hold back, but she would try, for him.

‘It’s the White Knight.’  She heard the calls well before she got to the drawbridge.  She slowed her horse and walked him into the courtyard of the castle.  She swallowed nervously as she heard the bridge being raised behind her.  There would be no easy escape if they didn’t believe her story.

The current leaders of the rabble army, King Zorro and his bastard brother, Lord Liquorice, met her.  They were about the same age as Adam, she noted, but nowhere near as handsome. 

‘Well, if it isn’t the charming and deadly White Knight, alias Jewel, back from Ponderlot.’  King Zorro grinned at her lecherously.  

‘Yes, brother.  What news of Prince Adam?  Have you killed him?’  Lord Liquorice crossed his arms and scrutinized her.  He didn’t trust her at all.

‘The Prince is dead.  As you instructed,’ she answered with confidence.

‘How do we know it is true?’  

‘Your own messengers are only a couple of hours behind me.  They will confirm it.’

‘How did you do it?  The Prince is too skilled to be killed at joust.’

‘I poisoned him.’

‘How did you get that close?  He doesn’t take to strangers easily.’

‘I met him as myself, I bedded him, got his trust, then poisoned him.’  She thought she’d better mention they’d been together, as one of the spies could easily have found out.

‘You bedded a man.  You?’  King Zorro grinned hideously and threw back his head.  ‘I can’t believe he wanted you.  You’re a monstrosity.’  He laughed, and Jewel felt the painful sting behind her eyes.  She couldn’t let him upset her.  She had more important things to achieve.

‘On the contrary.  The Prince found me to be a challenge.  And I met his match.’  She replied bravely.

‘Huh, I’d like to meet your challenge.’  Lord Liquorice sidled up behind her and slapped her on the rear.

She wheeled around and punched him with all her strength.  He fell back and landed hard on the dirt floor of the yard.

‘Ha!  That will teach you brother.  She’s a scorpion, and don’t forget it.’  Jewel looked back at King Zorro and grimaced.

‘Now, where is my father.  I’ll take him and go.’

‘Not so fast.  I want this story of yours confirmed, yet.  And then, I want to make sure you will not double cross me and go back to Ponderlot and tell them of our plans.’

‘Why would I want to do that? Besides, I killed the Prince.  The only thing they'll do with me is cut my head off.  ’  Jewel felt increasingly uneasy.  This was going to be harder that she thought.

‘I don’t know about that.  You might have formed an alliance with King Benjamin. How did you get away?’  Lord Liquorice questioned.

‘I escaped.  They captured me at first, and threw me in the tower.  I was able to overpower a guard.  They underestimated me, because I was a woman.’

‘Hmm.  Sounds too easy to me.’  King Zorro narrowed his eyes and paced around her.

‘You might say that, but there was no way I would let my father rot in this hellhole.  He’d better still be alive, or I’ll have your heads on a plate.’  She drew her sword, and they both backed off a little.  She may be a woman, but she was the most deadly woman in the land.  That was why they’d chosen her.  

‘All right.  We’ll see.  And drop your weapon.’

‘I want to see my father.’

‘Very well.  Come.’  She followed Zorro into the castle, leaving Licorice to trail behind, rubbing his jaw. 

Jewel was beside herself with relief when she saw her father was still alive.  He was badly beaten, but still hanging on.

‘You brutes.  You didn’t have to beat an old man!’  She swung into a temper, as she cradled her father’s head in her arms.

‘He tried to escape.  You can both stay down here, until this is all verified.’  Jewel heard the door to the cell slam behind her, and she knew she was now a prisoner.  It all hinged on whether they believed her story.  She undid her father’s bindings and set about giving him some water.

‘Father?  Can you hear me?’  She said softly.

‘Jewel, my child.  Is that you?’  His voice wheezed. 

‘Yes, it’s me.  I’ve come back.  I’ve saved you.’  She kissed his forehead gently.

‘And that Prince.  You killed him for my release?’  His voice turned harsh. 

‘I did, father.  I had to.’  She lied.  She really wanted to say that she’d fallen in love with him, and she’d found happiness with him.  She remained silent.

“You should never have killed for me like that, daughter.  I’m an old man.  This Prince, he was the people’s only hope of freedom from this oppression.’

“Father, I couldn’t let them kill you.  I’ll hear no more of it.’  It was better he didn’t know any of the truth for now.  She sat, and waited, and dreamed of Adam.

A few hours later, the door to the cell opened, and King Zorro reappeared.  Jewel held her breath.

‘Well, it seems you were telling the truth.  My messengers confirm it.  The Prince is dead.’

‘And now, you will release me and my father.’  She answered with renewed confidence.

‘Not so fast, I feel you might be a great asset to us here at the castle.  Anyone who can overthrow Prince Adam is worthy of Knighthood in my army.  I think you shall stay and do our bidding.’

‘No, never!  My father needs good care, a warm room, good food.’

‘And, he shall have it.  He will be attended to right now, with all these things.  But you must stay.  And if you do not follow orders, he will be right back in this dungeon again, understand?’

Jewel weighed up her options.  She would be useful here on the inside, as she’d thought.  She didn’t plan on them still holding her father, however.  But she decided to go with it.

‘Yes, I understand.  I don’t care whom I fight for, as long as my father is safe.’  She smiled with false assurance, and allowed the guards to carry him to a royal chamber.

Adam sat amongst his soldiers out in the marshy lands to the east of Oregon.  They’d marched for days, and had been careful to stick to an isolated path.  As far as he could tell, they were still undetected.  By now, they would know of his death, and would be gathering their armed forces to attack his home.  And Jewel, she would be there, somewhere.  He lowered his head into his hand, and thought of her.  He’d worried every second since she’d left him.  Was she safe?  Did they kill her father?  Had she really loved him?  His mind was becoming jumbled with the exhaustion of the mobilization.  He wanted her in his arms, loving him. 

‘Adam?  Are you ready to go?’  He looked up into Joseph’s troubled eyes.  Adam noticed his youngest brother had matured greatly in the last few days.  He’d been chosen to lead the army, as it would make them appear even weaker.  Joseph seemed to take aversion to this plan, and had really taken control of the force.  Adam was proud of the way he’d taken charge.

‘It’s up to you, brother.  I’m only a solider, remember?’

‘She’s going to be all right,’ said Joseph.  Adam winced.  Surely, it was not obvious that he was thinking about Jewel.

‘I know.’  He said gruffly.

Joseph smiled wryly and left his brother.  He knew how much she meant to him. 

Jewel knew they were coming before any of Zorro’s men did.  She could sense it.  Battle was close.  She’d been appointed the Knight in charge of the main horse division, which meant she could disable the attack with incorrect orders at the crucial moment.  Zorro and Liquorice were gathering their forces on the northern borders, taking their time.  She was glad they were lazy.  They didn’t expect what was going to take place.  She knew victory would be Adam’s.  She stayed in the background, calmly taking her orders and putting up with the brother’s comments.  She would get Adam to personally torture them for her.  She couldn’t wait. 

Zorro heard the thunder of hooves just as he’d let the army disperse for dinner.  He threw his plate down, and stormed to an approaching look out.

‘It’s Prince Joseph, King Zorro.  He marches on us with a small army.’

‘Ha!  Joseph!  He can’t even joust, let alone lead an army to battle.’

‘Jewel!  Get your horsemen ready.  This will be over in a moment!’  Zorro strode around like a peacock, as Jewel readied her forces.  She looked at the approaching dust cloud and knew that this was only a small section of the army sent.  Adam must be coming around at their flanks.  She smiled at her clever man.

‘All right men.  When I say charge, go forth.’  She called.  They all readied their weapons. 

‘There!  Over the rise!  Attack, Jewel!’  Zorro called out and laughed with evilness when she charged her legion forward.  He watched and waited.  And waited.  They got closer, and closer.  Then, something strange happened.  Jewel turned her horse, and ordered them to ride to the south.  They followed her, and followed her, until they were up and over the horizon.  

Joseph charged on full attack.  Then, three other garrisons from all angles came at Zorro.  He ordered attack commands, but his troops were confused and disorganized.  By the time the horses and swords were mingling, his army was in shambles.

Jewel called to the horsemen some strange orders about doubling back to the north, where the real battle was going on.  They stupidly believed her.  She left them with a commander who had no idea what to do and raced back to the castle.  She would have to get her father out before Zorro could leave the fight and harm him.  She went to the castle’s secret entrance to the rear of the fortress and ran inside.  She ran through the maze of tunnels she’d memorized and made it up into the heart of the castle in quick time.  She could hear the sickening clink of metal on metal and screaming horses from outside the castle walls.  She blocked Adam out of her mind.  She preyed he would not be hurt.

She found her father, still in his bed and safe.  She sighed and prepared him for escape.  He tried to find out what was happening but she ordered him to be quiet as she worked.  After a few minutes, she helped him down the long flight of stone steps to the courtyard.  Strengthened by his days of good food and clean air, he was strong enough to go at a brisk pace.  Just as they reached the bottom of the stairs however, the castle drawbridge opened and the retreating King and Lord came storming in with their depleted army.

‘There, the traitor.  Get her, brother!’  Zorro called and Licorice ran for her.  She let go of her father, and drew her sword.  He came at her wielding metal, but she was more skilled.  She slammed her blade down on his, time and again, and in several strokes, she caught him off balance.  She stepped to his side, and sliced him through the rib cage.  He screamed with pain and dropped to the ground.

‘Men, kill her!’  All the remaining army were battling with Ponderlot’s forces on the drawbridge, but several followed the king’s commands.  They raced at her, two and three at a time, and over and over, she fought and won.  Her father had swiftly disappeared along the tunnels, and out of harms way, knowing she could handle the onslaught.  Jewel’s sword flashed and crushed all opponents.  But she’d fought too many.  She was getting fatigued.  She watched as they kept coming.  Zorro was yelling abuse, realizing it was the end for him, and he wanted her dead.  When his force was exhausted, he came at her.

‘It appears, my lovely White Knight, that I will have to take you myself.  Prince Joseph might have won this battle, but I have triumphed.  Prince Adam is still dead; therefore King Benjamin will never have a decent heir to the throne.

‘Think again, Zorro.  You are most horribly wrong!’  Zorro swallowed with horror.  He couldn’t mistake that voice.  He turned, to see his forces gone, and Prince Adam standing at the entrance to the castle.  The setting sun behind his back hallowed his dark silhouette.

‘It’s seemed I’ve been taken for a fool!’  He turned to Jewel, who was heaving with exhaustion.  ‘You, you.  You’ve done this to me.’  He raised his sword and raced for her with madness.  She held her weapon up and barely held him out, as his blow was solid.  Then, his sword touched to her arm, and sliced a cut through her flesh.

‘Get away from her, Zorro!’

‘She’s going to die, Adam.’ 

‘No, you are!’  Adam launched himself at Zorro with pounding adrenaline and a hate he’d rarely felt for another human being.  His sword hammered down against the King’s.  They fought heavily and Adam was merciless.  Jewel, unable to stand, slumped onto the steps and watched with dread.

The King fought dirty, and threw things at Adam while they wheeled and danced with their deadly weapons. Adam was up to the task, and soon he had Zorro on the defensive.  He fought him into a corner, and then, with one foul swoop, he had his opponent’s sword and his throat pinned against the hard stone floor.

‘Your family butchered King William and his children,’ Began Adam with venom.  ‘Then, you enslaved the peoples of the north and forced them to lead a life of misery.  Then, you ordered me killed, and tried to take my homeland.  But that wasn’t your worst mistake.’

‘Oh, what was it?’  Zorro, defiant to the last, swallowed and waited for the sword to slice him.

‘It was harming my woman.  I just wanted you to know why you are about to die.’  Adam prepared to lunge with his sword, when Joseph called out from behind.

‘No, brother.  He must be taken back and tried.  We have a duty to the people.  Don’t let feelings get in the way of justice.’  Adam listened to his brother and wondered when he’d grown up.  He released his hold on the sword and several Ponderlot soldiers raced up and imprisoned King Zorro.  Adam made sure he was secure, then ran to Jewel, who was lying on the stairs. 

“My love.’  He crouched down beside her, and sighed with relief as she smiled up at him.

‘I’m fine, Adam.  I’m just a little tired, that’s all.’

‘You’re bleeding.’  He ripped the jerkin from her arm and saw the thin cut running all the way down from her shoulder to her elbow.

‘It’s not deep, doesn’t even hurt.  Just stings, a little.’  She laughed, then cried, then flung her arms around his neck as he called for the army’s surgeon to attend to her.

She was indeed, fine.  The surgeon patched up the cut and stitched it where necessary.  She joked as Adam held her hand through the procedure.

‘Now I’ve got one to match the one on your chest.’  She chuckled.  Adam smiled lovingly at her, watching her as she bravely withstood the painful sewing.  As the doctor worked, an elderly man walked up behind him.  Jewel saw him and smiled.

‘Adam, I’d like you to meet my father, Jacob.’  Adam turned and saw him approaching slowly.

‘Sir, it’s a great pleasure to meet you.’  Adam stood and bowed to him, then made room for him to sit.

‘Thank you, son.  Your father is a great warrior, but I’m judging that you might be even better than he.’

“That is surely great praise.’  Adam smiled and Jewel’s father noticed he held his daughter’s hand.

‘Is there something here I should know about?’ Jacob, old and wise, grinned at the two of them.  Adam looked down at Jewel and sighed.  

‘Well, I don’t know.  It’s up to the Gods now.’  Adam looked at her belly and Jewel knew what he was thinking.

‘No, Adam, I’m sorry.’  She turned her eyes away, pained that she knew she wasn’t with child.  He sighed and turned empty eyes to Jacob.  

‘Nothing to know, unless you can somehow suddenly become royal.’  Jacob frowned and looked at the two of them. 

‘Such misery in the eyes of lovers.  What has the world come to?’  He muttered, and walked away, hand on his temple, thinking.

They marched back to Ponderlot in triumph.  Adam had a carriage made for Jewel to rest in as they went.  He saw her as often as they could. He dreaded reaching his home because it would be hard when they had to part.  His head hung lower and lower with each passing mile.  Joseph noticed his brother’s pain, but didn’t know how to alleviate it.  It was decreed.  He had to marry a Princess.

They entered the Ponderlot city walls to the sound of cheers and music.  King Benjamin came out on his horse to greet them.  He hugged his sons with joy, and Eric accompanied him.  They’d both stayed behind to defend the castle if necessary, but it had not been threatened.

‘Adam, you have done us all proud.’  He said, as he looked at his eldest.

‘Father, you should be saying this to Joseph.  He really commanded the battle.’  Benjamin frowned and looked at his youngest, then laughed.

‘Well, I have two warriors to toast tonight.  A FEAST!’  A cheer went up and everyone prepared for celebrations.

Adam left the main group as soon as he could, and took Jewel and her father away to the quiet side of the castle.  She insisted she was fine, but Adam wouldn’t allow her to do anything.

‘You rest.  I won’t have you splitting your stitches.’

‘You didn’t worry about that a few weeks ago.  I seem to remember….’  He put his hand over her mouth, as her father was in the room.

‘Now, I’ll have none of that.  Jacob, will you watch her for me while I get some hot soup from the kitchen?’

‘Sure, my boy.  I’ll watch over her.’  He smiled with old eyes as he watched Adam walk from the room.

‘He loves you, that boy.  With all his heart.’  Jacob walked over to the bed, and settled down on the side.

‘And I him, father.  But it can never be between us.  I’m a commoner.’  She turned teary eyes to her father and gripped his hand.

‘Child, I do believe you are about to cry.  I haven’t seen you cry since you lost your first joust when you were six.  You never lost again after that.  Can this man mean this much to you?’

‘He does.’  She let a tear fall and annoyingly pushed it off her face.

‘Well then, we’ll have to see about fixing this situation, then.’  He smiled and patted her hand.  ‘Don’t you worry, girl.’  

With that, he got up and walked towards the door.

‘Where are you going?’  She called to him.

‘To see the King about a wedding.  I’ll be back.’  Jewel frowned and banged her pillow.  He was going senile.

That night, Adam didn’t feel like celebrating.  He sat at Jewel’s side.  She slept as the Doctor had given her a potion.  He didn’t want any infection, so he was taking no chances.  Adam picked up a book, then flung it down again, in frustration, as he couldn’t concentrate on a single word.  It was quite late, when a knock sounded at the door.

Adam rubbed his tired eyes and called for the person to enter.  It was his father, and Jacob, both looking pleased with themselves.  Adam figured they’d been into the mead, and smiled wryly.

‘How goes the feast, father.  Joseph run off and got married yet?’  He said, sarcastically.

‘No, but I have a feeling you might.’  He walked over and looked at Jewel sleeping soundly.

‘I won’t be going anywhere, not in the next few days, anyway.’  Adam felt his courage surface and stood up to face his father.  ‘And, if you must know, I plan to leave Ponderlot.  I’m taking Jewel and I’m abdicating my position.  I’m sorry father, but I can’t conceive of living my life without her.  I hope you understand.’  He looked at Benjamin squarely, and challenged him to argue.

‘Now, son, no need to be hasty.  Jacob and I have something to tell you, both of you.  Can we awaken Jewel?’  

Adam frowned and went to her bed.  He leant down and softly shook her awake. 

‘Jewel.’  He said with his warm, low voice.  She opened her eyes and smiled up at him.  He couldn’t resist, leaned close and touched his lips to her cheek.

‘Your father and mine are here.  They have something to say to us.’  Adam sat beside her and held her hand.  He didn’t know what they could possibly say, but he was prepared to listen.

‘Well, I’m not sure quite where to start,’ began the King.

‘Then, let me.’  Jacob smiled at them all in turn and started to talk.

‘Twenty years ago, I was consort and closest companion to King William.  He was a wonderful man, as your father, Adam, can attest to.  I would have done anything to save him from his terrible fate.’  Adam nodded and clutched Jewel’s hand tight.

‘Well, then the Snowbirds attacked and William was killed.  We all fought bravely, but he’d been betrayed by one of his own.  He gave me instructions, on his death bed.  Orders to try and save the kingdom, and if not, to make sure, one day his issue might rule again.  So, I did the only thing I could.  I went into hiding, but not by myself.  I took a little girl with me.  On the day the King’s family was murdered, this little girl was up to mischief and was hiding from her brothers and sisters.  I was able to find her and take her away.  She was no ordinary little girl.  She was King William’s youngest daughter, Catherine.’  He gazed down at Jewel and it took several moments for this information to sink in.  

‘What?’  She and Adam both said in unison.

‘My child, you are a Princess.  You are the daughter of King William, the great.  I could never tell you, because you would have been in perilous danger.  Should the Snowbirds have realized the King’s child was still alive, they would have stopped at nothing to kill you.’

‘That means, that you are not my father.’  Jewel looked sad for a moment, then stunned.  

‘But you’re of royal blood!’ Adam exclaimed.  ‘That means we can marry.’  A smile lit up his face, and his father approached.

‘I knew there was something about her, the moment I saw her.  Her eyes, but I couldn’t connect it.  You see, King William had Red hair and green eyes.  She’s the image of her father, although a hundred times prettier.’  They all began to laugh and Adam still unable to believe looked at his father in wonder.

‘He used to call his smallest daughter, his little Jewel.  When I talked to Jacob here, he told me the story.’  King Benjamin walked to Adam and put his hands fondly on his shoulders.

‘If you could have married anyone, my son, the best choice I could ever have made for you would have been William’s daughter.  Now, you have her.’  Seeing the raw emotion in his son’s eyes, he turned to his companion, and gave the excuse to leave.  ‘Come, Jacob, we have a wedding to prepare!’  They slapped each other on the back, and left Adam and Jewel alone.  Adam turned to her, and they hugged and kissed with joy for an eternity.

‘What did he say my name was?’  She asked him sometime later, as he rested beside her on the bed.

‘Catherine, I think.’  Adam said, and thought about it.

‘I don’t like it, it’s too long.’  Jewel complained as she nibbled on Adam’s ear.

‘Hmm, maybe I could shorten it for you.  Cat, perhaps?’

‘No, I think I like Jewel.’  She smiled and they laughed with happiness.

The wedding took place that same week.  Everything was prepared in double quick time.  The bride and groom wanted no waiting, and neither did the subjects of Ponderlot.  They had their Prince back and also a new Princess.  The only ones crying on the day, were the dozens of Princesses who’d held a candle for Adam.  Joseph was able to assist them in their grief.

The preacher read the ceremony with good spirit, and then, he asked Adam the most important question of his life . . ..

‘Prince Adam, do you take this woman to be your lawful wedded wife?  Adam smiled down at his beautiful bride and began.

“I…

THE AWAKENING

‘Do…’

Adam sprang up from the bed, his eyes awake and bloodshot.  Ben, who’d been slumbering at his side, also woke.

‘Adam, son!  Do?  Do what?  Never mind,  Boys, he’s awake!’  Ben yelled out and Hoss and Joe ran into the room with excitement.

Adam shook his groggy head.  

‘Father, Eric, Joseph.  Where is Jewel?’  He asked and his family looked at him strangely.

‘Pa, you reckon he’s okay?’  Hoss walked down the end of the bed and peered at his brother.  ‘He called me Eric?’

‘Son, you’ve been unconscious for over a week now.  You fell from your horse.  You were reading and not paying attention. How do you feel?’

‘Always knew those books were no good for ya,’ said Little Joe.

‘But, I can’t have been.  I’ve saved Ponderlot.  Where’s Jewel?’

‘What Jewel?  You don’t mean that ruby you bought, do you?’  Ben was puzzled, and watched as Adam tried to work out his mind.

‘I, I, don’t believe it.  It was all a dream.’  Adam fell back onto his pillow.  It had all been so vivid, so real.  He was on the Ponderosa, in good old 1861, and his family was back to normal.  Well, as normal as they ever were.

‘I think we’d better let your brother rest.  Come on.’  His family left him and Adam worked the dream over in his mind.  She wasn’t real.  But she was sure a lot of fun.  He beamed a smile and turned over.  And one day, he might just find her.

THE END

