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Adriel sat in her chair, staring at her father, the King. King Godrian, the ruler of France. The most significant capital in all of the kingdoms.

Most peasants sitting in the seats around the arena loved their King. They adored him. He had brought prosperity and wealth to Frean. What they didn't know was the cost.

Sitting beside the King was Prince Lothan, his father, King Lomar, and most of the other Kings from the neighboring kingdoms were tired of Godrian and his army marching into their realms and taking from them.

The Kings had allied with each other and formed the mightiest army ever known. That army was now just over the ridge.

Godrian had put Frean first and foremost, but at the cost of many other kingdom's peril, and now payment was due.

"I hope you are not planning something," Lothan said as he stared at her father. "If my father doesn't hear from me by the end of each day, your city will crumble."

"I understand," Godrian said, his voice trembling as he looked at his wife.

Queen Neverie's hands were trembling. She knew there was no way out. The army outside her gates had the city surrounded.

Adriel bore a hole through her father. She hated him. She hated everything about him, not because of the trouble he brought onto their city, but because he sent her first love to fight the army. 

Once the rebellion was discovered, Godrian sent his best men to silence it. The first march was decimated quickly, and her lover Christian was sent in the second. 

He wasn't a warrior or a soldier. He was a poet. He wrote love letters to her daily. He brought her flowers of every colour every day.

And because of her father, he was gone. Adriel pictured his body dead on the ground somewhere on a battlefield, with crows pecking at his flesh and eyes. Adriel shook her head as she pushed that image from her mind.

Adriel was promised to Lothan as part of a treaty. Adriel's father had given her away like some beast, some cattle to a butcher.

Lothan was a soldier. His dark black hair and blood-crazed eyes scared Adriel.

She had just become a woman three days ago. Her mother even dressed her in bright red to celebrate her womanhood.

Godrian also promised his strongest warrior to the new alliance. That was what the men in the arena were battling for. They thought they would win Adriel's hand in marriage, but they were fighting to become part of that horde. Adriel called them that because they killed her lover.

Adriel wanted to give Christian her first night, her first everything, not some war-crazed maniac. His eyes looked over at her.

"Adriel!" her mother said as Adriel tried to cover her bosom. The crazed eyes of that man kept staring at her chest as it heaved up and down.

Adriel was one of the fairest in all of Frean, with long blonde hair, the bluest eyes, pale white skin, and a chest that rivaled her mothers and all of the women in Frean. Wherever she went, men would stop and stare at her.

"I hate him staring," Adriel whispered.

"For your father and the rest of your citizens, you must do this," her mother whispered.

"It's not my fault father killed their families, and raided their lands," Adriel scoffed as she looked down at the barbarians fighting. "Why should we have to pay for his mistakes?"

"Those mistakes put you in those clothes, put food in your stomach," Neverie said through gritted teeth. "If it wasn't for those mistakes, you would...."

"We were fine!" Adriel said back. "The two of you got greedy and wanted more; that's what happened, don't patronize me, mother! I know what greed looks like," she said as she stared at her father. "It's sitting right over there!"

If it wouldn't cause a scene, Neverie would slap her daughter. But she knew all the kingdom's eyes were staring at them. None of the citizens below knew about the army ready to tear down their gate.

Down in the arena, Jacob, one of the slaves, had won another battle. He wasn't fighting for some princess's hand; his master had promised him freedom if he won. 

His master, a nobleman, didn't want his son to fight in the arena. The deal was if Jacob won, he would get his freedom, and the nobleman's son would win Ariel's hand.

Jacob swung his ax as another attacker came at him. It was a free-for-all, thirty men had entered the arena, and now it was down to four. 

The dirt ground was filled with blood and limbs. Some of the blood was Jacobs. He felt tired. He had cuts and sores all over him.

'Three more,' he thought as the attacker swung at him with a mace.

"He is brutish," Lothan said, staring at the slave.

"His master gave him up," Godrian said.

"And what does his master get?" Lothan asked.

"Some jewels, and land," Godrian said.

"You lied to them," Lothan smiled. "Did you also lie to all of them about how they got their gold and silvers, their food, and silks?"

"Yes," Godrian nodded.

"If only they knew, that if I am not pleased, by your daughter, they will all die," Lothan said with a smile.

"My daughter just turned the age, she has not been with another man, I have seen to it personally," Godrian said. "You will be very pleased."

"We will see about that," Lothan said.

The crowd cheered as Jacob split his opponent's head. Now it was down to two. The two men stared at each other across the arena. They could barely stand. Their arms felt like they had weights dragging on them.

"To the death," a person screamed.

Of course, it was to the death, Jacob thought. Looking at the litter of bodies and limbs around them screamed that, but he could barely feel his legs.

"A break," Lothan stood up and yelled. "Clear the bodies, let them catch their breath."

Godrian nodded.

Jacob gladly slumped to the floor as servants came in, dragging out the bodies, putting missing limbs into carts, and rolling them away.

Jacob's opponent was a knight. He wore the knight's armor. It was covered in blood, dents, and tears. No doubt the man under that armor wanted to cleave Jacob's head clean off his shoulders with his giant sword, but Jacob had plans of freedom.

When the last body was carried away, the knight rushed at Jacob, his sword swinging this way and that. He was giving it his all. Jacob moved as fast as he could, avoiding each swing.

"He will tire himself out," Lothan said. "The slave has already won," he yawned. "This bores me. I will go to my room."

Adriel watched as the prince got up.

He was right about one thing. The knight's swinging started to slow down. The slave attacked and pushed him to the floor. He took a giant mace and smashed the knight's head.

"Well," Godrian said, shaking his head. "That wasn't what I had planned."

Adriel smiled as an idea filled her head.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Adriel's idea became a complete plan by nightfall. 

The castle was dead quiet as Adriel moved around its fire-lit corridors. She crept past guards and slipped into a secret passageway.

Adriel used these passageways to see Christian many times. She knew them like the back of her hand.

Adriel appeared outside of the castle walls. She pulled her hood over her head and crept towards the servant's houses. She passed each one heading straight for the slave quarters.

There she saw him, the slave that won the tournament. He was using a bucket of water to clean himself. His dark black skin called to her. Slowly, she moved in closer, avoiding the guards at the gate.

"Shh," Adriel said as she held her finger to her mouth.

"Who are you?" Jacob said, staring at the woman that entered his hut.

Adriel pulled the hood from her head, and Jacob's eyes widened.

"Don't say a word, or I will say you kidnapped me," Adriel said.

Jacob knew better than to question the princess. Even though every guard knew Jacob had been here the whole night and had never left, they would hang him up before the night's end.

"What do you want?" Jacob asked.

"A trade," Adriel said.

"What could I possible trade with a princess?" Jacob asked.

"I will give you these," Adriel said as she presented a medium-sized bag filled with different colored jewels of various sizes, from large to tiny, each priceless beyond measure.

Jacob could start a new life with them. He could be a noble and never work again.

"What do I have to give you in return?" Jacob asked.

"This," Adriel said as she grabbed Jacob's crotch under his loin cloth.

Jacob coughed loudly, and one of the nearby guards turned. Adriel quickly hid behind the wall, out of view of the guard.

"What's wrong with you?" the guard peeked into the small hut.

"Nothing," Jacob said as he stared at the princess.

The guard returned to his post as Adriel returned to the small bed on which Jacob was sitting.

"Are you mad!" Jacob said.

If he were caught sleeping with the princess, they would tie wild horses to his limbs and pull him apart for all to see.

"It's either that or you leave here only to be caught in some other town and be someone else's slave," Adriel said as she opened the bag again.

Jacob couldn't keep his eyes off the sparkling jewels. He knew it was wrong, but he didn't want to be a slave to anyone, never again.

"Okay," Jacob said. "Where and when?"

"Tonight, when you get the signal, meet me here," Adriel said as she gave Jacob a piece of cloth with a map.

"What about them?" Jacob said as he looked at the guards.

"I will take care of them," Adriel smiled.

Adriel vanished into the underbrush and out of sight.

Jacob shook his head. This was a bad dream, a dream he should wake from any minute.

"Fire!" the guards yelled a few moments later. They rushed away from their posts.

Jacob ran out of the hut and into the city streets, he followed the map, and it led to a tavern. He went round back and saw a door.
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