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   Back of the Book
 
    
 
   It was a daughter’s duty to secure a profitable alliance for her father through marriage. Leander, was a good daughter and understood her duty as Princess of Mooldara. After all, many women survived such loveless mergers. In her world, only the poor married for love. 
 
   Raised poor and desperate, Yoken had set two goals for herself. Keep her brother alive and loved; and conquer the world to offer it to her beloved one day. She found out quickly that love came with its own set of rules.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Dedication
 
    
 
    
 
   To all my readers. 
 
   It takes a special, brave and tolerant kind of person to want to read my stories. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   “…are you amongst your people. Be a blessed sign to us, your children, and have mercy on the unfaithful …” The muttering faded. A veiled face lifted from the prayer beads. A dark head tilted to the side. The carriage was slowing down. Why? Stormy grey eyes swung to the slumbering maid on the bench opposite.
 
   “Rebecca?”
 
   The snoring continued uninterrupted. “Rebecca?” When the snoring continued, she kicked the bench and watched as the maid sat up with a yelp, quickly wiping the drool from her rounded chin.
 
   “The carriage is slowing down.”
 
   The maid shook off the last of her sluggishness and pushed aside the partition that served as a means of communication between the driver and the passengers.
 
   “Harold, why are we slowing down?” she barked at the driver.
 
   “There are riders upfront blocking the road. The guards are checking it out. In the meantime stay in there and don't make a sound.”
 
   The hand holding the beads shook slightly. She'd thought she'd had enough of a head start. Seemed she was wrong. The maid turned back to her, obviously meaning to convey the driver's message.
 
   “I heard every word, Rebecca,” she said softly. She stiffened when the unmistakable sounds of fighting reached her ears. The maid quickly moved to sit next to her. The carriage came to a quick stop and the two women held onto each other. Rebecca began to wail causing cold grey eyes to skewer her.
 
   “Be quiet, woman.”
 
   Footsteps sounded outside the door and Rebecca leaned ever closer to her charge. The carriage door was thrown open and an unruly looking youth stuck his head inside. His eyes grew wide as it swept over the women.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” the grey-eyed woman snapped, tightening her grip on the prayer beads.
 
   The man-child stood back from the door and bowed low. “Greetings, Your Majesty. We are here to provide you with an escort home.”
 
   “Are you addle-pated, young man? I know where I'm going and I don't recall asking for another escort.”
 
   The young man gave her a dashing smile that lit up his handsome boyish features. “There has been a change in plans, Your Majesty. I assure you that no harm will come to you whilst under my protection.”
 
   With that he closed the door again and shouted an order to the driver.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   The chainmail hit the floor with a loud clank, bringing immediate relief to its wearer. Her trusted page died on the battlefield two weeks ago and she hadn't had the chance to find another. Instead she had asked her General to loosen the fastenings and in the privacy of her bedchamber, she discarded the protective clothes. As soon as everything was back to normal she would seek a new page. At present she was not in a position to trust just anyone enough to get too close to her. Blood-stained hands pushed through sweaty blonde hair as a deep sigh escaped from the warrior.
 
   “Your bath is ready, milady,” a soft voice said behind the warrior.
 
   The warrior turned around to face the girl. As expected there was fear in the girl's eyes. It was getting tiresome being viewed as the monster every other greedy noble make her out to be. She had stopped a long time ago to get people to see beyond her broadsword and warhorse to the real person she was. But the moment they lay eyes on her, people cowered or ran away.
 
   She gave the girl a curt nod and watched through narrowed eyes as she curtsied quickly and left the room in hurry. Pushing the girl from her mind, Yoken tore at the bloodied shirt. Once it lay in tatters at her feet, she carefully inspected her torso for any new wounds. Except for the healing gash under her ribcage, which she sustained a few days ago, she was in good shape. The few angry bruises would disappear in a short while. She carefully unwrapped the stained binding across her chest to release her small breasts. She doubted if she'll ever get used to them. About six years ago they made their appearance and have not been of any use for her. In fact she kept them bounded whenever she took a woman to bed. It was much more pleasurable toying with the soft plump ones of her bed mates or watching them bounce wildly as she ploughed deeply into the receptive body of a lover.
 
   Yoken made her way over to the bath chamber and lowered her bulk into the large sunken bath. It had taken a while but a last all this… the luxury …it was all hers now. For as long as she could remember she had set her sights on conquering the Kingdom of Armys. She was only nine years old when she had visited the Great City with her father and his band of warriors. Her mother died giving birth to her brother when Yoken was two years old, leaving her father to raise two children on top of heading a band of mercenaries. They were raised on the road and had been to many glorious cities and wealthy kingdoms, but Armys and especially the Great City of Limo had enchanted her. To her nine-year-old eyes, Limo was picture perfect. Nestled at the foot of the might Limon mountain range, the White City as it is also called, glistened like a jewel in the sunlight. The white walls of the castle offset the bright blue of the Limos River, which snaked lazily through the city.
 
   Yoken closed her eyes as she conjured up the emotions she'd felt when she'd first seen Limo. Unfortunately they couldn't explore the city as she and her brother were bound to do every time they visited a new city.
 
   Her father and his men were called there for a purpose and it entailed an audience with King Gladwan. For the month they had spent in Limo, Yoken had met the King only once…and disliked him on sight. He had come to the inn where her father and the warriors stayed one night. Unbeknownst to her father, she and her brother were hiding under a table after looting some sweet cakes and fruit from the kitchen. He had taken a chair opposite from the table where they were hidden and the light fell directly on him. He was older than her father, with hard eyes and a cruel mouth.
 
   Yoken felt renewed anger bubble to the surface as she thought of the King. If only her father had listened to her back then. To expunge the memories and anger, she sunk down into the bath until her head was under water.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   “What do you think they want with us, Your Majesty?” Rebecca asked as she peered through the window.
 
   Queen Leander frowned at her maid. Maybe she should've been more selective in her choice of travel companion. She had simply chosen Rebecca because of all her handmaidens, she was the eldest and most experienced. But no one will ever accuse the woman of being brave, that was for sure.
 
   “What use would it be now? We cannot escape.”
 
   The maid must've realized that she was grating on the Queen's nerves, for she blushed and moved away from the window. “My apologies, Your Majesty.”
 
   Leander nodded and returned her attention to the beads in her hand. A deep sadness filled her as she looked down at them. Her life, so carefully planned out, was falling apart right before her eyes. Just when she had thought she was finally free to really live her life, she seems to be dragged back into a life that someone else thought she should live.
 
   All she'd ever wanted from life was to one day follow in her sister's footsteps. Angelia had joined the Sacred Sisters soon after her husband, the Late King Meldon had died on the battlefield. Lucky for her, her eldest Killan was already eighteen and could take over the reign from his father. She was unfortunate in the regard. Or maybe fortunate depending on whom had insight into her life as Queen. No offspring had been sired during her ten year union with Gladwan. So when news reached the City that the King had fallen, Leander had packed what was necessary for her trip to the Holy City of the Sacred Sisters. It included a chest filled with silver coins to buy her a position amongst the religious, her prayer beads, a simple cotton dress and easy shoes. Rebecca was to be returned by the driver as soon as Leander was safely within the walls of the Holy City.
 
   The carriage hit a rock and with a squeak Rebecca was deposited on the floor of the carriage. Swallowing her frustration at the whole situation, Leander helped the woman to her feet. Whoever these people were, they were in a hurry to get wherever it was they were taking them.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Two hours later the carriage rolled into the gates of the City, which had been her home for ten years. Leander was surprised by how ordinary everything looked. Wasn't Limos supposed to be smoldering and stinking with corpses littering the streets? Wasn't that the usual sights depicting the aftermath of a war? She blinked when she actually found kids chasing each other in the cobblestoned streets. Weary-looking women were going about their daily chorus doing laundry and battering at the marketplace.
 
   “This is not as I've expected,” Rebecca muttered as she too gawked at the scenes from the carriage window. “I thought that the brutality of the war would have reached the city by now.”
 
   Leander nodded. “I thought the same.”
 
   The carriage came to a stop in the Palace courtyard. Three unknown guards stepped forward to open the door and pulled out the steps. Leander hesitated.
 
   “It's perfectly safe for you to disembark, your Majesty.” The same boy who spoke to them when the carriage was high jacked came to stand at the door, his hand stretched out to her. “I assure you that you are probably the most protected individual in the Realm.”
 
   “Your majesty,” Rebecca said softly, her tone suspicious. “This could be a trap.”
 
   The man chuckled. “It is not, milady,” he addressed Rebecca directly. “This is not a trap. You are to be guests of the new King.”
 
   “New king?” Leander croaked. This doesn't bode well for her. If there was a new king then was she expected to continue her role as the Queen? Her blood ran cold at the thought. How cruel of fate to make her experience such a fleeting sense of freedom only to bring her back to her gilded cage. She hated being married to Gladwan, but was he perhaps a lesser evil compared to this brutal new king. She looked at Rebecca and read the same fears on her maid's face. Turning back to the young man, she took his offered hand. Everyone is placed on this earth to fulfil a role. Maybe hers was to be the bed toy of brutal men until she grew too old to hold their fancy. At twenty nine summers, she still had quite a few years ahead of her before she could be considered too old.
 
   She gracefully stepped from the carriage, her head held high. Let it not be said that the daughter of Frednor the Great was a weakling. Throwing a quick glance at the young man, she was surprised to find a glint of pride and admiration in his dark eyes. A thought crossed her mind. Could he be…? No, he couldn't be the new king. He didn't fit the part of a bloodthirsty warlord. Nor would a new king abandon his throne so soon after having won it. She looked at the stairs leading to the palace. Whereas the beautiful sight of the skillfully carved marble pillars and the huge carved oak doors had inspired awe in her before, now it only held trepidation.
 
   “If you'll follow me, your majesty.” The young man gracefully led her up the stairs and Leander couldn't help but be impressed with his impeccable manners. It was completely contradictory to her understanding of how these brutal mercenaries made a living. She'd heard tales of them pillaging villages, raping women and children and looting from the poor and sick. How could someone so brutal be so gentle and so genteel?
 
   Entering the cool interior of the Palace foyer, Leander was surprised to find the servant standing in waiting to accept her. It was as nothing had changed since she left the place a few hours ago. They all bowed low and the servant girls immediately flocked around her to accompany her to her chambers. On their way to her chambers, her gazed touched upon the tapestries, paintings and ornaments. Everything was still as it was. Nothing seemed to have been looted. As she entered her rooms, she found them too in the same state she had left it.
 
   “Would you like for me to draw you a bath, Your Majesty,” Rebecca asked quietly behind her. Turning, Leander noticed that her mind was still numbed from the sudden happenings of the past few hours. Looking around, she realized there was nothing to do. Not ready to meet the new king, she decided that it would be a good idea to delay their meeting by taking a long bath.
 
   “Yes, Rebecca. That would be nice.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken drained her goblet and sighed deeply as the fruity cold brew settled warmly in her stomach. She was exactly where she'd expected to be at this exact moment in time.
 
   This day had begun just the way she had wanted it to begin. Early this morning when she rolled off the sweaty body of the cooking wench and donned her chain mail she had set her mind far from the leaky tent and the camp in the woods. She made a promise to herself that by the day's end, she would be sitting in Gladwan's throne, bathed and dressed in expensive robes, drinking her fill of the former king's fabled mead.
 
   And here she was, doing exactly that.
 
   The battle didn't take long. Outnumbered three to one, they had had skill and knowledge of the terrain to their advantage. The king's men were a bunch of soft-bellied men, who counted on their numbers and not their skill. It was ridiculously easy to over-power them. Some were sent to the afterlife, others fled and a substantial number had pledged their allegiance to her.
 
   “I wonder if that smirk's going to be there forever, because I'm already tired of seeing it.”
 
   Yoken chuckled as she held out her goblet for a refill. She only spoke again once her goblet was full again.
 
   “Dear brother,” she said teasing as she turned her head to look upon her younger brother's face. “This smirk is simply the manifestation of a fifteen yearlong dream. Honestly, you too look smug and well-fed for a change. Don't you think this is reason enough for me to grin like a fool?”
 
   Hildor shrugged. “Maybe as the new king you could try to accept your victory a little more graciously, don't you think.”
 
   Yoken pulled a face and drank deep from her goblet. “Maybe, but why? I've worked hard to get where I am and my subordinates should know that.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “What do you think is better? A smiling new king or a scowling one? Which would scare them more?”
 
   A young servant girl passed the head table and Yoken chuckled as she saw her brother's dark eyes following the young girl. “Even the sights are much better from here, don't you agree?”
 
   Hildor blushed and helped himself to a slice of salted pork. “I fully agree with you.” He nibbled on the piece before turning his attention back to her. “You, however, have won not only a throne, but a beautiful queen too. Maybe you do have reason to smirk like that.”
 
   At the mention of the queen, Yoken's smirk disappeared. Hildor had no idea how valued an addition to the spoils, the queen truly was. She had never really told him that, but perhaps he knew that already. He was very intuitive, if nothing else.
 
   Armys had become a target, not only because of Gladwan deceit, but because of its Queen too. As a nine-year-old, Yoken had admired the beautiful regal woman as she walked freely through the marketplace, ruffling the heads of the youngster who presented her with flowers and toys. The Queen was loved and it was obvious that she too loved her subjects. Having grown up without a mother, Yoken was taken by the beautiful woman, seeking her attention and maybe even her affection. Cautioned to stay hidden because her father was there on a clandestine meeting, she could only admire the woman from afar, aching to be closer so she too could bask in her affection and listen to her angelic voice.
 
   Then Gladwan's treachery almost caused her father and his men their lives and they had to flee the City of Limos in the dead of night, barely escaping the king's assassins. For years after that they had to live like paupers. Hildor and she had to scavenge for food and do odd jobs to feed and clothe their ailing father. When finally their father was well enough to find work, he had buried his bitterness deep and did the best to be a father to his two children. Hildor was sent to a monastery to work in exchange for an opportunity to learn to read and write. Yoken stayed behind and had helped her father to work the small patch of infertile land they owned. Each day, her hatred for the deceitful king grew everyday as she did backbreaking work next to her father. It was only at night when her bitterness dissipated and she floated between sleep and wakefulness. It was there that she met the beautiful Queen Leander again. It was in that make-believe world that the Queen would come to her willingly and let Yoken sate her hunger in her sweet-smelling body.
 
   Realizing that she needed to do something to see the Queen again, she had begged the few still capable men left of her father's mercenary band to allow her to join them on raids to neighboring kingdoms. Being a fast learner she quickly became skilled at warfare. As her reputation grew so did the number of the men loyal to her. When the number stood three hundred strong, like the story of that Greek hero who took on the Persians, she set her sights on the Great City of Limo.
 
   And Queen Leander.
 
   “Did I say something to offend you, sister?” Hildor's voice pulled her from her reverie. She took a sip from her goblet and shook her head.
 
   “I was only lost in thought,” she said softly.
 
   Hildor reached out and took her hand. “It didn't seem like a pleasant journey. Tell me what's troubling you?”
 
   “Nothing you can do anything about, Hildor.” She drained her glass. “Now, let's not dwell on unpleasant thoughts, brother. Tonight we celebrate until the morning.”
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Leander studied her face in the mirror as Rebecca gently brushed her long dark hair. There were shadows in her eyes and she wasn't sure if they were caused by unhappiness or fear. She raised her hand to touch the dark circles under her eyes. These she knew were a result of poor sleep. Since Gladwan left the castle five days ago to meet the challenge of the mercenaries, she had not been sleeping well. The feeling of impending doom was impossible to ignore. She had heard of the band of mercenaries who, was set to take the Great City and vanquish its king. Gladwan was foolish to think that taking a large army was enough to earn him a victory. Even from the gilded and protected Palace; she had heard tales of the mercenaries and their revered leader. Not much was known of the leader except that he was master tactician, a devil with a broadsword and chillingly bloodthirsty. She couldn't stop the shudder that coursed through her body at the thought that that same monster was waiting for her to make her appearance.
 
   “Your Majesty?” Rebecca asked worriedly.
 
   “I'm fine, Rebecca. Are you done?” She met the maid's eyes in the reflection of the mirror.
 
   “Maybe I should rub some rose-flavored ointment into milady's muscles. The carriage ride was rough and it would serve milady well to prevent muscle soreness tomorrow.”
 
   Leander reached for her maid's hand and gave it a squeeze. She knew that Rebecca was trying to delay the inevitable and she felt a rush of love for her long-time companion.
 
   “It's fine, Rebecca. He will want to see me tonight and I can't keep him waiting any longer than I already have.” She rose to her feet, towering over her smaller maid. “Do not fear for me, dear Rebecca. He brought me back for a reason and I doubt it is to murder me.” She gave the older woman a gentle squeeze. “Now, help me dress.”
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Hildor slammed his goblet on the table and grabbed for the maid as she made another round passed their table. With a startled squeak the girl landed in his lap and Hildor chuckled. The girl raised terror-filled eyes to his and Hildor blinked, stupefied. He had been eying her the whole evening and was more than aware of her beauty. Nothing, however, prepared him for her eyes. They were a mesmerizing combination of green and brown, reminding him of the green-topped hills that surrounded the monastery, which had been his home for the past seven years. An odd feeling settled in his chest as she stared, enthralled, in her eyes.
 
   Freedom.
 
   He remembered how, after a day of backbreaking labor, he would climb onto the roof of the monastery and look at those same brownish green hills, praying for his freedom. Someone slammed a goblet on a nearby table and the sound startled him out of his trance. He blinked again. The girl still look scared but now her expression was tinged by confusion.
 
   Hildor carefully helped the girl onto her feet. “Forgive me my brazenness, miss,” he said quickly and turned his attention back to his drink. Rattled by what had just transpired, he drank deeply from his goblet. As he wiped his mouth with his hand, he caught sight of his sister looking at him.
 
   “Still having fun, baby brother?” she asked calmly, her eyes twinkling merrily.
 
   Blushing deeply, he shook his head. “You've had twice as much to drink as I, yet you look completely unaffected.”
 
   Yoken laughed. “Whilst you were vacationing with the Brothers of Saint Patrok, I've been refining the craft of drinking.” To prove her point, she drained her goblet in one breath. “Don't worry, brother, we have a lifetime of working our way through Gladwan's cellars. Skill comes with time and lots of hangovers.”
 
   Hildor chuckled. He was in no way offended by Yoken's teasing. It was after all her idea that he joined the monastery and learned the art of scripting and reading. Heartbroken at the thought of leaving his family behind, Yoken had pulled him in to the forest and told him why it was important that he should learn these arts.
 
   He looked around the packed hall and smiled. Yoken kept her promise. Back then, for a ten year old, it was impossible to think of him being a prince and living in a castle. Yoken, her face intense, had promised him that they would not be poor forever and that when the day comes; he will be the one to count all the money. But for that he needed to learn to read and write first and then teach her.
 
   Impulsively, he came to his feet and stood looking down at his sister. “You've kept every promise you've ever made to me, Yoken. Let me show you my gratitude.”
 
   Yoken came to her feet, her hulking body towering over his as he pulled her into a tight hug. When they pulled apart, it was to find the hall quiet and everyone staring at them.
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Yoken laughed at the stunned expressions on her men's face.
 
   “Now, now, have you never seen a King embrace a brother?” she threw the question at them. When they still just stared at them, she felt the hair in her nape rise and drawing her broadsword, spun around, ready to attack. What she encountered made her eyes almost fall out of her head as she too, stared, slack-jawed.
 
   Looking like an angel, dressed in white robes and with her long shiny dark hair cascading down her back, stood the Queen. Not sure if she should bow or fall to her knees, Yoken simply drank in the sight of the most beautiful woman she'd ever seen. Clear grey eyes stared back at her with open defiance before they were quickly averted.
 
   It was only when she noticed the slight tremor in the Queen's hands, which were folded demurely in front that Yoken snapped out of her stupor. Quickly sheathing her sword, Yoken bowed deeply. The sudden change in altitude made her head spin wildly.
 
   “Your Majesty,” she murmured gently. When she came upright, it was to find the grey eyes looking at her with surprise. “My name is Yoken.”
 
   The Queen curtsied deeply and Yoken enjoyed with obvious pleasure, the utter grace of the woman.
 
   “Queen Leander, at your service, milord.”
 
   At the sound of her sweet voice, Yoken couldn't help but stare again. This time a pretty blush appeared on the Queen's cheeks and the grey eyes sought out the floor again.
 
   “Please, milady, allow me to introduce you to the men,” Yoken said and gallantly held out her hand.
 
   The Queen cast a look at the men and then back at Yoken. “I doubt I am of any importance to them, milord.”
 
   Yoken smiled and shook her head. She wondered how the woman would react were she to know that she was a telling factor in her quest to conquer Armys. The time was not yet ripe to gauge the beautiful Queen's reaction to such news. Instead, she cocked her head to the side and fixed the woman with an intense look. “Believe me you are, milady.”
 
   After a brief hesitation, she placed her smaller hand in Yoken's and Yoken pulled her to stand next to her as she faced the Hall.
 
   “I present to you, Queen Leander, Queen of Armys – your Queen.”
 
   The men surged to their feet and bowed deeply.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   Leander rolled over onto her back and stared at the ceiling of her four-poster bed. Sleep was evading her and for good reason. Every time she closed her eyes, she could still see the King's surprising kind dark eyes staring at her. Their expression was so intense that even now, almost a week later, she still woke to the image of their warm regard.
 
   The new king was not at all what she had expected. Where was the battle-weary tyrant, with cold, dead eyes and an insatiable lust for violence? Instead she was greeted by a very young, blond, clean shaven, handsome man with unusually kind eyes. 
 
   She rolled onto her side and closed her eyes. Nothing about the man made sense. She recalled her night in the Hall and sighed. She had replayed the entire event over and over in her mind and still she can't say she was any wiser as to the man's character. He had led her to the table and waited patiently until she was served before he resumed his eating. It was evident from the scrapes on the platters that he had already eaten his dinner, but for some strange reason he wanted to dine with her.
 
   Not sure what conversation to initiate with a warlord, she had kept her silence as she ate. He too, seemed comfortable with the silence.
 
   It was only when the young man, who had accompanied them here introduced himself that the King broke the silence. As the young man asked her about Limos' history, she was surprised to the find that both the King and his brother exhibited some sense of learning, the younger brother more than his older brother. But where the older brother lacked depth of understanding in the poetry and the arts, he made up for in presence. Even as she conversed with Hildor, she was acutely aware of the silent, yet observant presence of the King.
 
   Rattled by her first and strangely pleasant meeting with the two brothers, Leander needed time to shift through the information she'd learned from them and the Palace gossip before she could face them again. Using the grueling carriage ride as an excuse, she had send word to the King that she was suffering from headaches brought on by the rattling of the journey.
 
   Rebecca returned with a message of a speedy recovery from the King and he had not bothered her since.
 
   But for how long?
 
   He didn't introduce her as the Queen for nothing. Soon, he would make his demands known and then what would she do. She pulled her face in distaste. She simply loathed Gladwan's attentions. He was rough, selfish and crude. She swallowed the bile that rose at her memories of her late husband's abuse of her body. It would take her hours afterwards to scrub his smell and taste from her every time. Just when she felt clean enough, he would slip into her chamber and defile her again.
 
   Was she going to have to relive the same fate under the new King? It was customary to give a widowed Queen a full moon of formal mourning before she is to be wedded and bedded by the new King. She had but a meagre few weeks left of mourning. Her stomach roiled at the thought of having to go through that again and she quickly jumped out of the bed and made for the bathing chamber. She made it just in time before her stomached heaved and expelled every last bit of contents in her belly.
 
   “What had I done to deserve this?” she asked herself as she collapsed on the floor, tears streaking down her face.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Yoken strained for release against her hand, causing the water to spill over the tub. Her hand motions sped up again and a second orgasm hit her seconds after the first one. Spent, she sank deeper into the bath and rested her head against the headrest. She waited until her breathing was under control before she sat up and scooped up a handful of the lukewarm water and splashed her face. She leaned back with a deep sigh. The next three weeks were going to be absolute hell for her. She'd hoped to offer the Queen more time to mourn her husband and maybe…just maybe, come to Yoken willingly, just like it happened in her dreams all these past years.
 
   But she realized now that that was all it was going to be…a dream.
 
   Leander has been avoiding her for the past week, but that was not the greater part of the problem. Yoken ran her hand casually through the springy hair between her legs. Since seeing the Queen that first night, it was as if her body had gone mad at the sight and smell of the woman. She found that she needed to pleasure herself at least twice a day to ensure that she could concentrate for the rest of the day. The beginning of the week had seen her ending up on the healer's table with two bruised ribs and a knock against her head as a result of her inability to concentrate on the training field.
 
   She had toyed with the idea of inviting a servant girl to her chamber, but had discarded the thought just as quickly. She doesn't know how she knew, but she was almost sure that her whoring days were over. No woman would be able to extinguish the fire the sight of the queen had set in her body.
 
   The outer door to her chambers opened and she reached for her sword, which lay within touching range. The bathing chamber door flew open and she sighed at the sight of her brother.
 
   “I need to find myself a page to keep you out of my chambers,” she said quietly. “What could be so important that you have to interrupt my bath?” She didn't feel in the least bit modest with her brother in the room. They had often taken baths together and until a week ago had still done so.
 
   Hildor took a seat on the lip of the bath.
 
   “I have a plan on how to get you to court the Queen,” he said excitedly.
 
   Yoken sighed deeply and rolled her eyes at her bother. “I can't court her, you addlebrained fool. She's in mourning.”
 
   “I don't see what that has to do with trying to cheer her up a little,” Hildor insisted. When she was about to protest, he held up his hand. “Give me a moment.”
 
   “You have only a moment,” Yoken said and climbed out of the bath. Dripping water all over the place, she walked naked to where her robe lay and shrugged into it.
 
   Hildor came to sit on the bed as Yoken poured herself another goblet of wine.
 
   “How about you arrange a joust to cheer her up when her mourning period ends. You can open the competition to warriors across the kingdom.”
 
   Yoken studied Hildor over the rim of her goblet. “And pray tell, how would that help me entice the Queen with other men trying to vie for her attention?”
 
   Hildor threw his hands up. “Do I have to tell you everything? You used to be wiser than I remember. All that warring and whoring surely must've affected your brain.”
 
   Yoken drained her goblet and rose to her impressive height. A blonde eyebrow shot up as she calmly studied Hildor. “Careful, brother, you can easily be found drowned in my bathtub.”
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   “I don't understand,” Leander said as she slipped out of bed to come and stand before Rebecca. “Did I hear you correctly?”
 
   “Yes, your majesty. The King will be hosting a joust in your honour the soonest you conclude the mourning period,” Rebecca said with barely contained excitement. “This will be the first time an event of such magnitude will take place in Limos.”
 
   Stunned, Leander could only stare at her maid. A joust? She last attended a joust as a very young girl. Her father knew of her love for jousts and tried to hold one at least once every year. It was at such a joust that Gladwan had made his interest and intentions known to her father. Strangely, Gladwan despised such frivolities. The first and only time she asked him if the City of Limos could host such an event, he had stared at her with contempt and didn't even offer an answer.
 
   Now this new boy-king wants to hold a joust in her honour. An unexpected frisson ran down Leander's spine. What was he trying to achieve? Was he perhaps hoping to soften her a little before he took her to his bed? No amount of softening would ever make sleeping with a man pleasurable for her.
 
   “Are you not excited, Your Majesty? Everyone is busy with preparations for the event. Messengers have been sent out this morning to every corner of the kingdom and even beyond.”
 
   Leander turned away from Rebecca, hoping to hide her suspicions. The subjects deserved to be excited about the pending joust. Under the late King, all they were expected to do was accept high taxes, obey draconian rules and laws and produce a smile when the King so deemed it to venture amongst his subjects. They had been unhappy and scared for too long. As their Queen she wouldn't let them down.
 
   “And what shall be the ultimate prize for the winner, Rebecca?” she asked softly.
 
   “A token, Your Majesty.” Rebecca came to stand next to Leander. “The warriors would not settle for less than earning a token from the most beautiful Queen alive.”
 
   Leander couldn't stop the blush that crept up her cheeks at the compliment. She was but average looking compared to her sister and many other princesses and Queens she'd met, but it felt good to be made beautiful. Maybe it was as good a time as any that she found out more about her enigmatic, soon-to-be husband.
 
   She smiled at Rebecca. “I'll thank the King personally for the honor. Could you help me get ready?”
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   The nights were beautiful and cooler compared to the scorching days and Yoken, lured by the cool breeze coming in from the balcony, stepped out into the evening air. She lifted her goblet to her lips and drank deeply. Her eyes returned to the view. For as far as the eye could see, belonged to her. From this high up she could make out the dark shadows mulling around as tired men and women made their way home after a long day. She could see the yellow glow of the cooking fires through the small widows of the houses and she sniffed the air, imagining the food smells filling those tiny houses.
 
   Her thoughts quickly turned introspective. She wouldn't have minded living like that. She had seen friends growing up in such circumstances and they turned out to be happy. Yes, she could've lived like that if only she hadn't fallen in love with the most beautiful woman in the world. A Queen, nonetheless. There was just no way that she, an illiterate warlord, could win the heart of a Queen while she lived in a small one bedroom house with the paint peeling off in some places. She had to win a kingdom to stand a chance of winning her Queen's heart.
 
   Now she had the kingdom and the subjects were slowly warming to her. Getting the Queen to warm to her was a tad more complicated. There was still a lot to be done to convince the Queen that they were meant for each other.
 
   Hildor, the idiot, will have to help with that. While she was pulling arrows from her side and cauterizing wounds with glowing hot irons, he went to study under the Holy Brothers. He was the clever one and she counted on him to help her.
 
   A loud knock sounded on the outer door of the chamber and not sure that she wanted to be disturbed while her thoughts were so jumbled, she reluctantly bid the visitor to enter. Her surprise was great when the object of her thoughts entered her chambers and looking around slowly made her way over to the balcony to where a shell-shocked Yoken waited for her. This was but the second time she has been in the company of the Queen and once again she found herself completely mesmerized by the woman's beauty.
 
   “Milady,” she said by way of greeting and bowed. “To what do I owe this unexpected honour?”
 
   The Queen curtsied. When she lifted her spectacular eyes to meet Yoken's, the warrior had to fight hard to stop the soft whimper from escaping her lips. For a long, silent moment they only stared at each other.
 
   Leander smiled unexpectedly and Yoken felt her world tilt slightly at the beauty of the act.
 
   “I wanted to thank you for what you're offering to do for my…our… people, milord. After all the recent upheavals and death, they could do with something more cheerful.” She bowed again. “You have my eternal gratitude.”
 
   Yoken cocked her head to the side as she studied the woman before her. For the people? Yes, they will benefit from this, but they weren't the primary target. For a moment she weighed whether she should correct the Queen or not. The hesitation took but a few short moments.
 
   “It is for you, milady,” she said quietly, her eyes staring straight into the grey ones. “You too need a bit of merrymaking to put the mourning period behind you.” She took a slow step closer. “The subjects will only enjoy the joust if their Queen does too.”
 
   Yoken's heart swelled at the sight of the soft blush colouring the delicate cheeks. “Then I am doubly thankful to you.”
 
   Aching to touch the smooth skin of the woman's cheek, Yoken instead tightened her hand around the goblet. She didn't want to rush the woman and destroy any chance she might have with her.
 
   “My Queen deserves it and more,” she said softly.
 
   The dark head lifted and wide eyes met hers. Yoken knew instantly what the next question would be and she mentally steeled herself.
 
   “Your Queen, milord?” The words were chosen carefully and uttered with even more caution.
 
   “Yes, milady,” Yoken confirmed firmly. She noticed a slight tightening around the Queen's eyes.
 
   “Surely, one as handsome and young as milord, would seek the attention of a Consort of equal age and appeal?” The words came across as non-intrusive and advisory, but the look on the woman's face told another story. The Queen was not going to come willingly and no amount of courting and jousting would do the trick.
 
   “Armys already has a Queen, milady,” Yoken said firmly. It was time that Queen knew exactly what her role would be. “I don't see the need of seeking another when I have a respected, beautiful Queen as my paramour.”
 
   She watched as the color drained from the Queen's face.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken scanned the crowd from behind her helmet. The turn-out was bigger than she had thought. But then who could blame them. A good number of knights have shown up to win a token from the fairest of all Queens. As much as she anticipated the challenge of a battle, she was just as vexed by the attention her Queen had drawn. Her eyes trailed to where the Queen sat on the parapet, surrounded by her ladies in waiting. Dressed in a gown of deep silver and her dark hair piled high on her head to expose her long graceful neck, Leander looked exquisite. Yoken felt a stirring in her lower extremities and she took a deep breath to clear her mind of the deliciously sinful thoughts filling her mind. Tonight, after all the guests had eaten and drank their fill, she would make her way to the Queen's chambers to celebrate the end of the Queen's mourning period. All she needed to do until then, was to make sure she won the Queen's token and not to get injured.
 
    A horse snorted nearby and she turned around to come eye to eye with a large black steed. Her eyes slowly lifted until they met the helmet covered face of one of the participants. She felt her ire rise at the disrespect of this knight to carelessly encroach on her personal space like that, but she remembered just in time that she was now a king and not some warlord picking fights in public.
 
    Instead of reacting, she gave a curt nod and stepped out of the way of the knight, but not before she'd memorized the coat of arms of the knight. When they met on the battlefield, she'll make sure to gift him with a cracked rib or two for his insolence. Until then, she needed to keep her wits about her.
 
   She walked over to where a young boy held the reins of her horse and gracefully swung into the saddle. The boy bowed deeply and quickly disappeared amongst the throng of pages and horses. She accepted her helmet from one of her men and kicked her horse into a slow trot as she made her way over to line up with the other knights.
 
   She positioned herself close to the pavilion so that she could have a better look at the Queen and she groaned softly in appreciation when she noticed how the silver dress made the Queen's eyes look almost colorless. As if aware of her scrutiny, the Queen's gaze shifted until they met hers. For a breathless moment their eyes held. It was the Queen who averted hers first as her hand delved into the silver holder held out to her by one of the servants. With the Queen's attention taken off her, Yoken squirmed slightly on her horse to alleviate the pressure of the seam of her breeches on her swelling clitoris. Tonight she will make sure to sate her hunger, good and well.
 
   The Queen rose to her feet, holding up a small scroll. The crowd exploded with applause. Leander waited patiently until the clapping had died down before she spoke.
 
   “You are all heartily welcome to the first joust to be held on Armys soil in a very, very long time,” she said in her distinct husky voice. Again the crowd made their appreciation known. “Thanks to our new Lord and King!” The colorless eyes found Yoken's and the Queen curtsied gracefully, “the people of Armys are granted this pleasurable diversion to put behind them, the last few months of tension and heartache which had plagued our beautiful kingdom.”
 
   Yoken lifted her helmet in the air to accept the acknowledgement of the revelers. The Queen bowed again in Yoken's direction.
 
   “That said, I officially call for the games to begin!” Leander smiled broadly as the crowd's response was even louder than before. She held up her hand and waited until the applause died down. “Our first contenders are Lord Heinu Kilm of Freilong and Lord Greyn Julun of Mericun.”
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   Leander followed the games avidly. With eighteen knights competing, it would not be possible to conclude the joust in just one day. She clapped her hands when one of the knights managed to unseat his opponent with the first lance. Having won the round, the knight trotted over to the pavilion to offer her a deep bow. She gracefully accepted the gesture.
 
   “The King should be next,” a voice said next to her and she turned to find the dark eyes of Hildor. Unlike his brother, Hildor had a much sunnier disposition, which made it easy to converse with him. In truth, Leander liked the young man. He had sought her out on numerous occasions to debate religion and arts with her, thus adding to her admiration and respect for the young prince.
 
   “I thought it was impossible to predict who the next contenders would be,” she asked softly.
 
   Hildor shrugged. “The people are here to see their King in action, Your Majesty. After four games, their appreciation for the games has been slightly diminished by the absence of their Lord.” He reached out and accepted a goblet of wine from one of the servants and passed it on to the Queen. “I would suggest we announce a slight break in the program to afford the spectators a chance to partake in a short noon meal.” He took a sip from his own wine. “That will also give you an opportunity to wish the King well with his first bout.”
 
   Leander quickly swallowed the mouthful of wine, lest she sprayed it all over the pavilion. Did she hear him correctly? Did Hildor just imply that she go over to the King's tent and actually talk to the man? As much as she was grateful to Yoken for arranging the joust, she was also very much aware of the fact that this joust coincides with the ending of her mourning period. If the intense looks she'd caught from the King were anything to go by, Leander knew what to expect will happen later tonight. She would rather not be reminded of that and seeing the King now would only etch the memory of what was to come into her mind. She turned back to Hildor to find him already looking at her.
 
   “The people will expect to see the King going into the games with a token from his Queen on his arm. The king has restored peace to Armys and I believe that alone warrants Yoken your support.” Hildor leaned closer. “It is your duty to uphold the image of a happy Queen. The people have been through enough already for them to wonder if this period of peace will be but a temporary affair.”
 
   Listening to Hildor, she knew that he spoke the truth. Unless she showed her support and acceptance of the King, the masses will never be convinced that the peace they're enjoying now would be a lasting one. Since Yoken took over the crown two months ago, she'd seen a definite change amongst her people. The first change was Yoken's army's involvement in rebuilding the city. It was a common sight in Armys and the surrounding villages to find soldiers and commoners working alongside each other to plough fields and rebuild war-damaged houses. In the center of all this was the King. Yoken worked just as hard, if not harder, than his men to return the city to its former glory.
 
   She carefully took a sip from her wine. She had her personal reservations about the King and it had mainly to do with the fact that he was expecting to bed her. With Gladwan dead, she had reveled in the fact that joining the serenity of the Sisterhood would ensure that no man would ever take control of her body again. She'd been so sure that the time for her to be mounted and ridden like a war horse was something of the past.
 
   She had been wrong.
 
   Yoken snatched that dream away from her.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Hildor come to his feet to announce the break in the program. When he retook his seat, she turned to him. She studied his open, honest features for a moment before she spoke.
 
   “I didn't want this.” She swallowed hard. “I've been waiting so long to give all this up for something…simpler and less humiliating.” She saw Hildor's eyes widening at her choice of words. “Gladwan's death and my joining the Sister of Perpetual Help were like a dream come true for me.” Tears filled her eyes and she quickly blinked them away. “But you're a man and you'll never understand what it feels like to have your mind and body raped by the power men wield.” She turned away from him. “I will do what is expected from me as the Queen.”
 
   She jumped slightly when Hildor placed his hand on her arm. When she looked at him it was to see his eyes warm with concern and understanding. “Please believe me when I tell you that I do understand, milady.” He smiled gently. “I also want you to believe me when I tell you that this time it will be different. You will be respected and treated like an equal.”
 
   Leander had almost believed him until he uttered the last sentence. She snorted in disbelief. “No offense, milord, to you or your brother, but I'm yet to meet a man who would willing give that kind of power to a woman.”
 
   “Yoken does,” Hildor said softly, the look in his eyes so convincing. “Just give Yoken a chance.”
 
   She closed her eyes for a few moments. “I have nothing to lose nor do I have anything to gain in this. As I said earlier, I'll do what is expected of me.” She came to her feet. “If you'll excuse me, milord.”
 
   Hildor surged to his feet and bowed deeply. “Your Majesty.”
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   Yoken sighed as she waved the servant away. She was getting bored with all this waiting and the urge to while the time away with drink was all too tempting. Instead she reached for the water skin and took a deep drink from it. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and held out the skin to a servant. She looked around the tent and pursed her lips. There was no one, but the servants, to engage in discussion while she waited for her turn on the field. Not that she deemed herself above a conversation with the servants. It was more like they were trying to appear invisible to her attentions.
 
   Where was that useless Hildor when she needed him? He was probably sitting next to Leander, ogling that servant girl he'd been trying to entice for the past two months. She turned, deciding to seek the company of her horse, when the tent flap was pushed aside and Leander entered, followed by an entourage of her ladies in waiting. Since the ending of her mourning period, Leander had begun to entertain the wives of the Barons again. Within days of the Queen shedding her dark clothing, the Palace population had swelled with women travelling from every corner of the kingdom to pay homage to the Queen. No doubt they all thought Yoken was a barbarian and came to see for themselves how Leander must've been fairing under her brutish attentions.
 
   It didn't bother Yoken in the least to have the gossiping women around. Their presence had brought a somewhat livelier atmosphere to the Palace as well as drew out the Queen from behind the door of her suite. In the past two days, Leander had been seen taking walks in the gardens with a gaggle of women fussing over her. The only place Yoken had told the women to keep away was the training grounds. There was no telling how many injuries could be sustained if the women were to surprise the men during practice. Having Leander anywhere near the training could easily end up with Yoken being run through with a broadsword due to a lack of concentration.
 
   Now the same woman stood before her a few moments before she was to take to the field. She hoped it wasn't an omen that she was going to fall off her horse and break her neck. Her eyes languidly travelled over the beautiful woman, but she quickly sobered up when she met the somber gaze of her Queen before Leander curtsied.
 
   Yoken frowned slightly as she bowed her head in acknowledgement of Leander's presence.
 
   “Milady, what a pleasant surprise. I pray you find the festivity to your liking so far.”
 
   Leander gave a tight smile. “My lord is kind to offer such cheer to the people.” She lowered her eyes again. “And to me. Thank you.”
 
   Their last meeting had been five weeks ago and since then Leander had avoided her like the Black Plague. Although it bothered her, Yoken was not willing to change her stance on the decision she had made. Leander was her Queen and she will be Armys' Queen and her wife in the true sense of the word. As soon as this tournament was over, Yoken expects the Queen's belongings to be transferred to her room. Leander's reluctance be damned.
 
   Yoken held out her hand and almost grimaced when Leander hesitated before she reached out and placed her hand in hers.
 
   “May I ask what brought the Queen to my dusty tent?” Yoken asked as she led Leander to a wooden stool. She watched as Leander, not caring whether the seat was clean or not, gracefully sat down.
 
   “I believe it's customary for the King to take to the battlefield with the patronage of his Queen.” She looked to the entry of the tent where her entourage waited, their eyes wide as they looked at them. “Could you please excuse us?” She turned to the servants. “You too.”
 
   Perplexed, Yoken stared at Leander, vaguely aware of the others' departure. Leander slowly came to her feet. She was not a petite woman, but nor was she overly tall. Her head almost reached Yoken's chin. The grey eyes were dark as Leander walked over to the table. For a moment she stood motionless.
 
   Then she did the unthinkable.
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   A growl, formed deep in Yoken's chest, bubbled to the surface as she stared in disbelief. Leander bundled her voluminous dress in her hands and lifted it as she leaned forward over the table.
 
   “I would bid, milord, to be as loud as possible. It would serve us well to show that no matter the outcome of the tournament, the Queen of Armys belongs fully to the King.” The words were uttered with cold indifference.
 
   Yoken could only stare at the exposed derriere of her Queen, the woman she loved above any woman alive. Anger, hot and heavy, settled in her stomach as she realized what she was being offered. She had risked leg and limb to conquer Armys to win her Queen's heart only in the end to be offered the service of a whore.
 
   Knowing that she was in no state to handle the situation without reacting in such a way that would place their relationship in total disrepair, she turned on her heel and stomped out of the tent.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   Hearing the tent flap close behind her, Leander spun around. Realizing what just happened, she crumbled to the floor, shock and humiliation burning starkly through her. She had offered the one thing, she'd never thought she would…could…give freely and it was thrown back in her face.
 
    “Your Majesty?”
 
   The soft call, made her climb to her feet quickly. Closing her eyes tightly for a moment, she plastered a fake smile on her face and turned to the tent opening. Rebecca carefully peeped in, her face a mask of anxiety.
 
   “Are you well, Your Majesty?” Her voice sounded thin and teary.
 
   Leander nodded. “I am. Where are the others?”
 
   Rebecca rushed to her mistress' side, her eyes roving over Leander's body as if to look for injuries. “When the King stormed out they all scattered. “Are you unhurt?”
 
   Yes, Leander thought, except for her bruised pride. She patted her coiffed hair and nodded for Rebecca's benefit.
 
   “I'm fine, Rebecca,” she said as she moved passed her maid. “We need to re-join the festivities.” Just before she exited the tent, she turned back to her maid. “Please ensure that a meal is prepared and brought to milord's tent.”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.”
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   Yoken was shaking with rage as she blindly made her way through the throng of revelers. If her face reflected the fury of her inner turmoil, then she fully understood the dread she saw on the faces of the people as they cleared a way for her. She had no idea where she was going, but as long as it put as much distance between her and her tent.
 
   After a fuming couple of minutes, she came to a stop. Where the hell was she? The throng had thinned and all she saw around her were children. She blinked in confusion. What was this place? The area was cordoned off with barrels as if to keep the children from venturing beyond. Some of the children sat quietly, their expressions bland whereas some rebelliously tried to peer around their makeshift prison. She noticed a few women talking softly together and made her way over to them. The moment they recognized her, they all fell to their knees.
 
   In that split second between recognition and action, Yoken had witnessed stark fear on the women's faces. Whereas it had been a stroke to her ego to inspire such fear in people, it grated on her nerves at this very moment. If they feared her then so does their Queen. But that was not something she wanted to dwell on right now.
 
   “Please stand up,” she ordered and waited for the women to obey. “What is this place and why do you keep the children here?”
 
   The women glanced at each other and after a while, when no reply was forthcoming, Yoken was about to give up on ever getting one.
 
   “We look after the children here, milord,” a timid voice finally said. Yoken turned to the woman and found her to be a child herself, albeit few years older than some of the children.
 
   “Why are they not taking part in the festivities?”
 
   The girl kept her eyes averted.
 
   “So that the King does not get angry, silly.”
 
   The silence following the remark was thundering, almost blocking out the droning from the festivities. The women fell to their knees again, but Yoken completely ignored them. Her eyes tracked slowly to find the speaker and she had to look down from her impressive height to meet the eyes of a small, blonde girl. She estimated the girl to be around seven summers, but the look on her cherubic face was astonishingly mature. Careful not to scare the child, Yoken slowly lowered herself until she knelt next to the girl. Even then, the difference in height was still significant. It prompted her to sit flat on her butt so she could be on eye level with the child.
 
   “What's your name?” she asked gently.
 
   “Amani. What's yours?” A soft gasp sounded from the direction of the women.
 
   “I'm Yoken.” Yoken held out her hand. “It's nice to meet you, Amani.”
 
   The girl swopped the coarse piece of bread in her hand so she could place her right hand in Yoken's. The small hand was completely swallowed up by Yoken's much larger hand. Shaking hands like equals, they studied each other closely.
 
   “You are big. Are you a knight?”
 
   “Yes, I'm a knight. Have you seen one before me?”
 
   The girl shrugged, an act so grown-up for one so young. “Knights are dangerous,” she said softly, but even then, the blue eyes held no fear. “They took my mommy away.” This time the blue eyes looked bleak. “Are you here to take us away too?”
 
   Gladwan's knights were not honourable men. She'd seen their conduct first hand as a child on her first visit to the City of Limos. Her father had made sure that they never ventured too far from him or his men, because of that. It was obvious that the child’s mother was most probably taken by the knights for a night of sports and killed to hide their transgression.
 
   “I'm sorry to hear that, little one,” she said gently, wanting to touch the girl in a way to assuage the pain. Hildor and she were very young when their mother died and even with their father there, the touch of a woman, a mother was missed. Hildor had it easier, because she had been there for him, cradling him at night and kissing his scraped knees. She, in turn, as soon as she could, had tried to look for that closeness in the arms of countless whores. Once her immediate need had been fulfilled, she had attempted to snuggle in the tired arms of the faceless woman she'd picked for the night, only to find the experience fake and unfulfilling. Looking at the fearless little girl, she couldn't help but thinking that she had finally found a kindred spirit. Even at this young age, the girl exhibited a warrior's spirit.
 
   “Here, take this.” The thin arms held out the piece of bread. “My mommy used to say that knights need a lot of food to grow strong and to protect the city.”
 
   A soft murmuring came from the women and this time, Yoken smiled broadly. The girl was an absolute delight. Not wanting to offend, she took the piece of bread and broke it in half. She gave the larger piece back to the girl.
 
   “Thank you, Amani.” With two bites the bread was gone and she got to her feet. She turned her attention to the women. “Tell one of the soldiers to have them send my meal here. Make sure to tell them that it should be enough to feed all the children and yourself.” Looking back at Amani, she held out her hand. “We shall meet again.”
 
   She had taken a few steps when Amani called out. “Yoken, wait.”
 
   Turning she watched as the girl came over to her. “Are you fighting today?”
 
   Yoken smiled. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I'll be on next.”
 
   The girl reached inside the pocket of her coarse dress and pulled out a ribbon. It was a vibrant blue, although dimmed by numerous handling of small dirty hands. “Mommy gave it to me. Take it for good luck.”
 
   Her throat was almost swollen shut with emotion, making it impossible for her to speak. She accepted the unexpected gift and quickly made her way back to the battlefield, less someone spotted the tears welling up in her eyes.
 
   For once in her life, her anger had brought her something good.
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   It was evident for all to see, as the King of Armys made a grand entrance on the large steed, that he was favoured. The bright blue ribbon tied to the King's shield spoke to the fact. Many eyes searched out the Queen who sat demurely next to her brother-in-law, watching her husband through hooded eyes.
 
   Yet, no one could imagine the humiliation burning a hole in the Queen as she sat there, her eyes fixed on the ribbon that flapped proudly in the breeze. The color, not a particular favourite of hers, was like an insult to her. The king declined her offer only to humiliate her further by taking to the battlefield wearing another woman's colors. What made it worse was what the color represented. The color blue was a royal color. It was indicative of someone coming from a noble house. The king's paramour was amongst the court nobles.
 
   But who?
 
   She sat back slightly as realization struck. Wasn't this what she'd been hoping for? If the king found another paramour it would mean that she was safe from his lusts. Maybe this was not such a bad thing after all. No one but the king and she need to know about the true origins of the blue ribbon. Who would dare to question the king if he were to embark on an affair, no matter how public?
 
   Her trial of thought was interrupted by the heavy thunderous hooves of the war horses as the competitors charged each other. As the distance between the two opponents shrank, they lifted their lances. There was a loud crash, the sound of wood splintering unmistakable. The people cheered when the King held up his broken lance.
 
   Leander expelled a breath she wasn't even aware she had been holding.
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   Yoken grinned under her helmet. War and battle had been such an intricate part of her life, that a month without any fighting had made her hungry for this competition. This was a sport of the nobility, but she had been an ardent enthusiast of the sport. As warlord she couldn't take part in these tournaments, but she and her men loved to practice it in between battles. Today, however, she wasn't only competing but was also the host of the glamorous event.
 
   Oh, how her life has changed!
 
   She reached out for her second lance and testing the balance, turned her steed to face her opponent. She grinned evilly as she studied her opponent through the slits of the helmet. It was the same knight who had tried to run her down with his horse earlier. His code of arms was etched into her mind. She kicked her horse into action at the same time that her opponent did. They were almost upon each other when the other knight leaned back in his saddle, making himself a smaller target. The opponents lance came straight for her chest, but at the last moment, Yoken ducked sideways. Using her body as a propeller, she made a semi-lunge for the knight. It was with great satisfaction that felt her lance make contact with her opponents shield before it shattered. That was two out of three. One last time and she'd won this round.
 
   The crowd roared and Yoken lifted her shattered weapon in acknowledgement. She didn't know why, but she threw a quick glance to the makeshift pavilion. There, her hand clutched to her chest, sat the beautiful Queen. For all looking, she looked like the epitome of a worried spouse. But Yoken knew better. To complete the impromptu role-play, she accepted the third and final lance, wrapped her fist around it and brought it to her chest. The crowd roared again at the salutation to their Queen as well as the promise that this final strike was dedicated to the Queen.
 
   Leander's eyes widened in surprise before she rose to her feet and bowed deeply. Yoken turned to face her opponent. The knight's horse pranced nervously, an obvious reflection of its rider's mental state.
 
   The knight's call sounded loud as he charged at her. Tightening her grip on the lance, she spurred her horse into action. It was fortunate that Rigoso was one of the fastest horses in the realm, for he quickly gained speed, making up for the few moments of delay at the start. When they were close enough to extend their lances, the knight's horse stumbled suddenly and with horror, Yoken watched as the direction of her opponent's lance shifted. Steeling herself for what was to come, she threw all her weight behind her lance.
 
   Pain and triumph struck simultaneously.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Leander surged to her feet as she watched Sir Hesron of Aftey's lance splinter. A moment later, the knight was airborne and propelled through the sky, like an insect impaled on a thorn. He landed with a loud crash and lay unmoving on the packed earth. His was the first unhorsing of the tournament and the unexpectedness of the ultimate defeat, stunned the crowd.
 
   It was only when Yoken turned and lifted her unbroken lance that the spectators broke out in thunderous applause. Leander exhaled loudly and for the second time she wondered why she was so anxious to see the king unhurt. Hildor, who had risen with her, swore under his breath, drawing her attention to him.
 
   “Milord?” He was not one to use foul language around ladies.
 
   Hildor rubbed his chin. “Yoken is hurt.”
 
   Leander's eyes flew back to the king who sat proudly on her steed. From this distance she couldn't make out any injuries, but the dismay on Hildor's face had been genuine. Yoken's horse trotted over to the pavilion and the warrior slid out of the saddle. This close, Leander noticed the streak of blood running down the horse's flank. Holy heavens, he was injured!
 
   “Milord, we need to get the healer,” she said to Hildor.
 
   “No,” Hildor said firmly. “He wouldn't like that. He can't show any weakness. Not with so many foreign knights and their armed forces inside the palace walls.”
 
   Leander shook her head. “But it doesn't mean that he should bleed to death.” It was almost impossible to think that the larger than life warlord was mortal. But the blood running down the steed's flank and dripping to the ground, told a completely different story.
 
   When Hildor looked at her, his usually gentle eyes were hard. “You don't know what's at stake here, milady. The sacrifices my brother had to make and blood Yoken had to spill to get to where he is now. If any of those knights get but a small whiff of weakness they might want to try a wrestle the throne and the Queen from Yoken.” Hildor took a deep breath. “Yoken will never allow that. He would slaughter them all like animals before he had to give up all this. Now, I will ask you again to not interfere. Yoken knows best what to do.”
 
   Leander was stunned by the fervent light in Hildor's eyes as he warned her. A little shaky, she returned her attention to Yoken. The King stood tall and proud; a broadsword in his hand. Sir Hesron was helped to his feet and he staggered a little before he crumpled again. His pages surrounded the fallen knight before one of the boys ran over to kneel at Yoken's feet.
 
   “Milord accepts defeat, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Acknowledged. I will send a healer over to your tent.”
 
   “Thank you, Your Majesty,” the boy said and ran back to join his fallen master.
 
   Having been privy to the conversation, Hildor rose and declared Yoken the winner to the cheers of the crowd.
 
   Leander watched as the king swung back into the saddle and rode off the battleground.
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   Yoken grounded her teeth, steeling herself for what was to come. Besides her and the Healer, the tent was empty.
 
   “Hurry up and get it over with, Gaybor,” she hissed through her teeth as she looked up at the greying old man leaning over her.
 
   “Are you sure you don't need anything for pain before we remove the splinters?” The man sounded genuinely concerned and Yoken offered a weak smile.
 
   “You should know by now that I don't like to dull my senses considering the situation.”
 
   Gaybor shrugged. “You were always too hard on yourself, Yoken.”
 
   Yoken lifted herself on her elbows and groaned again as pain lanced through her thigh. She closed her eyes as she waited for the pain to subside. When she looked up, she found Gaybor shaking his head at her.
 
   “It will hurt so much more when I fish around for the splinters. Are you sure you don't want to take anything?”
 
   Her voice was firm when she spoke again. “No. I won't take that chance while there are heavily armed foreign men in the City. They know I'm hurt and I don't want to entice them into trying something foolish.”
 
   Gaybor's eyes lightened with understanding. “At least let me call General Hulmer. He can ensure that no one tries anything while you're incapacitated.”
 
   Yoken smiled at the man. He was her father best friend and her godfather and although it sometimes irritated her, she secretly loved the fact that he would fuss over her and nag her about things. This time he was right. She needed someone out there she could trust and Hulmer was the closest thing to a big brother to her.
 
   “Get him here then.”
 
   She watched as he left the tent and lay back, closing her eyes. The pain was excruciating, but she will survive. She had survived far worse than this little scrap. The only different was that the lance had struck her in the thigh, one of the most sensitive places on her body. She sighed as she considered the injury. It would be while before she could ride a horse without wincing. The worse was that it would an even longer time before she could have sex again. She heard the tent flap and smiled.
 
   “For an old man you're quick,” she spoke, her eyes still closed. “Is Hulmer with you?”
 
   When no immediately answer was forthcoming, her eyes jerked open while at the same time she reached for her dagger. Her hand stopped hallway to her blade as she blinked up at her visitor. She slowly sat up.
 
   “They said you got hurt and I wanted to see for myself.”
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   Leander drank deeply from her goblet before she placed it on the small table next to her chair. For the umpteenth time since Yoken rode off the battlefield, her eyes strayed in the direction of where the King's tent was set up. Hildor had made an excuse and left a while back and she knew he had gone to see how his brother was faring. She reached for her goblet and drank from it again.
 
   Why was she feeling like this? It was not as if she liked the man. Yoken getting hurt was one of many hazards knights faced when taking part in jousts. But then, why did she feel like marching over the dusty battlefield to Sir Aftey's tent and slap the man until his ears rang? She's met the man a few times before when he came for an audience with Gladwan and she hated it when his beady little eyes travelled over her body as his fleshy lips pulled into a leer.
 
   “Would you like a refill, Your Majesty?”
 
   Leander stiffened at the sudden voice so close to her ear. She gave the servant a weak smile and shook her head.
 
   “I think I've had more than enough already.” She came to her feet and stood for a moment to test her legs. She wasn't much of drinker and today she had more than her usual intake. Finding her legs a little wobbly, but still steady enough, she made her way down the stairs of the pavilion. Not having a clear destination in mind, she just walked. When after a while she heard her name called, she turned to find that she stood outside the king's tent. A greying man bowed deeply before her and she tried to place where she knew him from. Having been a prisoner of some sort within the walls of the city, since Gladwan never allowed her to travel much; she had spent her time and came to know so many people. This man, however, was not known to her. He must've noticed her predicament and quickly introduced himself.
 
   “My name is Gaybor, Your Majesty. I'm the King's healer.”
 
   Leander acknowledged the introduction with a slight nod. “It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance. How is the King?”
 
   The man looked around; possible making sure that no one overheard him. “He's in pain, but I assure Your Majesty that it's not life-threatening.”
 
   A sense of relief came over her at the news and she gave him a small smile. “Can the king receive visitors?”
 
   “Of course, Your Majesty.”
 
   Just as she were about to enter the tent, she heard Yoken speaking.
 
   “If not for your token, it could've been worse.”
 
   Leander stopped. There was someone in there with Yoken – the woman who gave him the ribbon. A mixture of emotions coursed through her – surprise, humiliation, anger and something else she couldn't identify. She didn't care much if the king had a mistress, but to humiliate her publicly by inviting his mistress to his tent in broad daylight was too much. Gladwan was a pig, but he was stickler for propriety. He had had his mistresses and the Palace grapevine made sure that all his exploits reached her eyes. Even then, he still showed her a measure of respect by not flaunting it. Leander swallowed the bile that rose in her throat. But that was Gladwan. How could she expect a warlord to know anything about decorum?
 
   She wanted to turn and leave, but knew that even though she couldn't see them, many curious eyes were upon her now. If she were to leave now, she could expect an avalanche of gossip to roll out through the city.
 
   “Will you not get in trouble for being here?”
 
   Yoken voice sounded gentle, almost tender. For some reason, it infuriated Leander even further. Schooling her features into a mask of indifference, she pushed the tent flap away. She had an idea of what to expect but what she saw, caused her to stare in mute shock.
 
   Sitting on the bed, next to Yoken, was a small blond girl. Her hand, clutched in Yoken large one, seemed tiny. At her entrance, they both looked up. Her eyes fell on the dirty; tear streaked face of the girl before it moved to Yoken's. The king's handsome face was a little pale and his eyes stained with pain, but it was the look of utter tenderness on his face that captivated Leander. She swallowed hard as she took in the poignant scene. Shame filled her as she recalled her earlier thoughts outside the tent.
 
   Obviously, the warlord knew more about propriety than Gladwan. In fact, he seemed to know more about being a decent human being than Gladwan could've ever been. As she studied them in silence, she noticed the girl shifting closer to Yoken, as if trying to hide behind the King's bulk. Leander quickly stepped closer and knelt next to the girl.
 
   Up close she could see the wet eyelashes of the girl and she too was filled with tenderness for this little person. It didn't take much realize that the girl was somehow connected to Yoken and had come over here, distraught, after having found out that the King had been injured.
 
   “Hello, princess. What's your name?” She inquired gently.
 
   The girl gave her wide-eyed stare before she smiled too. “My name's Amani, but I'm not princess.” The last part she said in a firm voice as she held Leander's gaze.
 
   Leander smiled, completely charmed by the girl's spunk. “How could that be possible?” She teased the girl. “You're as pretty as a princess.”
 
   The girl giggled as she leaned her head against Yoken's chest. Witnessing the trusting gesture, Leander swallowed hard. Her grandmother always used to say that children were a good judge of character. If this slip of a girl could trust this hulking warlord then there must be much more to Yoken that meets the eyes. She raised her head to meet Yoken and this time saw raw pain on the King's face. She reached a hand out to the girl.
 
   “Why don't the two of us go for a walk, while the Healer does his work?”
 
   Amani twisted her head to look up at Yoken and Leander's heart skipped a beat when the king smiled down at the child. Twin dimples appeared in the sunburned cheeks and the twinkling dark eyes lit up the handsome face. Stunned, she quickly came to her feet, wanting to put as much distance between her and this enigmatic man with the beautiful smile. Leander watched in shocked silence as the girl's small hand cupped Yoken's cheek.
 
   “Don't be afraid. I will come to see you again,” the girl said somberly. Using Yoken's shoulders, she pulled herself up to her knees so she could place a soft kiss on the warrior's cheek.
 
   Yoken's cheeks were slightly flushed as she looked back at the girl. “I'll expect your next visit.”
 
   The girl jumped off the bed and reached for Leander's hand. “Let's go. Yoken is scared that I might get in trouble. He doesn't want the King to find me here.”
 
   Leander’s mouth fell open as she turned to look at Yoken. The warrior's cheeks turned even redder now as he quickly averted his gaze.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   “That was the last one.” The words were followed by a sound of something dropping in a wooden bowl. “How do you feel?”
 
   Yoken swallowed to lubricate her dry mouth as she opened her eyes. “How do you think I feel after having been butchered by the likes of you?” She tried to glare at Gaybor, but her whole being throbbed with pain and in the end she settled for a soft whimper. She saw the concern in Gaybor's eyes and slowly shook her head. “I still don't want anything for the pain.”
 
   The healer muttered under his breath as she moved away from the bed. He was back after a while, a small pot of the foulest smelling ointment in his hand. “This will prevent any sickness to the wound and it will also help deaden the area so you could rest a little.”
 
   Yoken held up her hand, but the pain had weakened her so that her hand fell back to the mattress. “Before you do that, find out from Hulmer if everything is still in order.”
 
   Gaybor nodded and briskly left the tent. Yoken reached for her dagger. Hulmer had stationed two guards at the tent opening, but old habits were hard to break. She was a prime target since she managed to conquer not only the most profitable realm in the lands, but also a very beautiful queen. Taking a shuddering breath, she bit down hard on her teeth as she pulled herself into a sitting position. She licked her lips to wet them. She would give half of her newly conquered kingdom for a sip of water. Her eyes fell on the carafe with water, a few strides away and she sighed. This was going to be a very painful endeavour but it was something which needs doing. She used the pallet for leverage as she slowly came to her feet and swallowed a groan when hot spears of pain shot through her injured thigh. Steeling herself, she tried to step on the injured leg and this time a small groan escaped her lips. She had been through so much worse than this. Could it be that a month of soft living could've corrupted her so? She gave the carafe a longing look as she slowly lowered herself on the pallet. Gaybor would be back soon.
 
   Footsteps sounded outside the tent and she licked her lips. Ah, her thirst would soon be something of the past. Her surprise was big when the tent flap opened and Leander entered. This was the first time they were alone after Leander's shocking offer of earlier. They looked at each other and Leander was the first to look away. Wringing her hands nervously, Leander came to stand before Yoken.
 
   “I saw Gaybor leave and thought it would be fine to visit for a spell,” Leander said carefully, her voice reflecting her uncertainty. “Is there anything I could do for you, milord?”
 
   Yoken bit back a sigh. Leander was the last person she wanted to witness her vulnerability, but even then her eyes strayed to the carafe. The grey eyes followed her gaze and Yoken watched as the woman briskly walked over to the table to fill a goblet with water. She didn't say anything when Leander offered her the goblet, but Yoken was sure that her eyes made her gratitude known. Drinking thirstily, she studied the woman over the rim of the goblet. When she was done, she held out the goblet.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Leander nodded, her eyes trailing to the bandaged thigh. “How are you feeling, milord?” There was genuine concern in Leander's voice.
 
   “I've been better,” she answered quietly. She was mildly surprised to find that even now as she looked at the woman, there was still some residual anger and disappointment. Closing her eyes lest Leander saw the anger brewing inside her, Yoken stretched out on the pallet. The movement jarred her injury and she gasp at the pain. The sound drew Leander closer to the pallet, but hearing her move, Yoken quickly held up her hand. She didn't want the woman too close right now. Opening her eyes, she found the grey eyes dark with confusion. For a long moment they simply looked at each other.
 
   Leander took a deep breath. “I don't know what I did wrong, milord, but I would like to apologise for having angered you earlier.”
 
   Yoken studied the woman closer. She must surely be lying. How could she not have known what she had done wrong? Leander had never made a secret of the fact that she would never accept Yoken. Offering her charms like a whore brought the message home so much more painfully than the reluctance she had shown before. It needed to end. The Queen must know what she would expect from her. Yoken sought strength in the anger boiling in her.
 
   “If the need arise, milady, every man in Limos knows where to find release.” Yoken saw understanding dawn in Leander's eyes. “As my Queen, I will expect you to act like a lady. I didn't conquer Armys only to spend my nights in the arms of a whore.” The moment the words were out, she regretted them. Leander's face had paled visibly and her eyes quickly sought out the floor. Yoken sat up slowly, this time ignoring the pain. “My apologies, milady, I didn't mean to imply that you…”
 
   “No apologies necessary, milord,” Leander interrupted softly. “You are right.” The dark head lifted and Yoken found the grey eyes hard and dry. “No matter how we look at it, I am your whore, milord. This is not what I want but as your wife and Queen, it will be expected from me to spread my legs for you and to bear your touch.” Leander's eyes fluttered closed for moment, and this time when she opened them, they were swimming in tears. “What I've offered you earlier, was what I was taught was to be expected from me as the Queen of Armys. Thus, you were not wrong in your assumption of my true duty, milord. I will service you, in whatever fashion and wherever you want me.”
 
   Yoken could only stare, baffled by the impassionate speech from the usually reticent Queen. When the words sunk in, she felt pure rage course through her. She regretted running her sword through Gladwan and not having made him suffer some more. The thought that this beautiful, regal creature was subjected to such treatment by the former king, sickened and saddened her at the same time. No wonder that instead of mourning her husband, Leander had made an escape for the mountains and the sanctuary of the convent. Gladwan had hurt her badly. More reason for Yoken to hate him as she rules over his kingdom and wiped his memory from the minds of everyone who'd ever known him.
 
   But she needed to start with Leander first. She needed to wipe the memory of that despicable man from her mind.
 
   Grinding her teeth together against the pain, Yoken pushed to her feet. Once she was standing straight, she saw a flash of panic in Leander's eyes.
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   With the king towering over her, Leander regretted her little immature outburst. He was bigger and stronger than Gladwan and much more dangerous. But even then, she realized that she was relieved that she'd said all that needed to be said. She doubted she would ever get another chance to do so for there was something very ominous in the way the warrior held himself. It did not bode well for someone and the only person she could see him directing his rage at was herself. Dressed in long shift, which was spotted with blood on the thigh, his muscled body was taut, with what Leander knew was anger. Her eyes slowly trailed up to the balled fists until they reached Yoken's face. It looked like it was carved from granite.
 
   Realizing the danger she was in, she took a quick step back.
 
   “Come here.” The order was short and uttered in an eerily quiet voice. At that moment she regretted the wine which had dulled her mind and which was a contributing factor to her hastily uttered words.
 
   She swallowed hard. “Milord…Please…”
 
   A large hand was extended to her and feeling her body break out in cold sweat of terror, Leander shook her head. “Forgive me, milord,” she whispered softly as she tried to take another step back. A soft cry escaped her when the king moved suddenly and slipped an arm around her waist. Shutting her eyes tightly, she waited for the first blow to land. It was always the most painful one, cutting deeper than the ones to follow. She was pulled closer until she could feel the hard body against hers. A soft sob fell from her lips as she realized that her punishment was not going to be dealt in blows, instead, the hardness of the king's member pressing against her stomach, gave her a hint of what to expect. Growing still in his arms, she whimpered softly. She had seen so many rape victims and what she remembered most, was the hollowness in their eyes which haunted her still to this day. Today, she would experience first-hand what these poor wretched woman had faced.
 
   “I will never hurt you, Leander.” The words were gentle as a large hand gently rubbed her back.
 
   Her eyes flew open to meet tender dark ones. Was she dreaming? She quickly averted her eyes. This was not how this was supposed to play out. Scared that this was simply a ruse to ease her fear before he attacked her, Leander's shaking worsened.
 
   “Look at me, Leander. I want to see your eyes.”
 
   Leander slowly lifted her head and met Yoken's eyes. The dark eyes studied hers closely before a large hand lifted to wipe at the tears on her cheeks. The touch was so gentle and her knees almost gave out from under her. It had been so very long since someone had touched her like this. She tried to avert her eyes again lest he saw the longing in her eyes and mistaken it for an invitation, but Yoken finger under her chin lifted her head again.
 
   “You are the last person on this earth to fear me.” Yoken smiled suddenly and those twin dimples made another appearance. “I promise that I will never hurt you.” He cupped her cheek, his eyes suddenly dark with desire. “However, I want you. I crave you and unless I have you, I'll go mad.”
 
   She gasped. Not only because of what she was hearing, but because of the look on the handsome face. Yoken looked at her with pure desire, a desire made more vibrant by the longing laced in the deep voice. Men, of all ages and stations, have looked at her that way before. Some have leered and even made remarks to the effect. It was incomprehensible why it sounded and felt different coming from this young warrior. She shook her head slowly as if to dislodge her strange thoughts. She needed to get away from here so she could process everything that had transpired today. She had been rejected, called a whore and told that she was cherished. Her head was spinning with all these contradictions.
 
   “I…I ask to be excused, milord.”
 
   The desire fled from the dark eyes as Yoken dropped his hands and took a step back. Leander quickly made her way to the exit. At the tent opening she turned to find Yoken watching her with a peculiar look in his eyes. She quickly left before she did something completely inexplicable, like begging Yoken to hold her again for just a little while longer.
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   Hildor saw Leander leave Yoken's tent and smiled when the Queen stood outside the tent for a moment to compose herself before she quickly made her way across the battlefield in the direction of the palace. The Queen didn't look as unaffected by Yoken as she wanted others to believe. Maybe, just maybe, Yoken's victory would be complete soon. He was about to make his way to the tent when it struck him that the Queen was unprotected. With the tournament over for the day, the revelry had begun and most of the men were already drunk. Seeing two guards taking their place at the entrance to Yoken's tent, he rushed after the Queen. He swore under his breath when he rounded the pavilion and found no trace of the Queen. It was impossible that she could've moved that fast. From this direction, the path to the palace was hindered by vendor stalls, which at the moment were filled with revelers drinking and eating. It was humanly impossible for the Queen to have worked her way through all these stalls with only a few seconds head start. He slowly made his way through the stalls, dodging a group of children chasing after a dog. As he stopped at one stall to question the vendor, he saw a narrow passage leading away from the stall. Feeling for his sword, he carefully made his way down the passage. He heard voices up ahead and stopped. He quickly recognized one as Leander's.
 
   “What do you think you're doing?” Leander asked breathlessly.
 
   “I'm saving you. What does it look like?” a strange male voice said. “You told me that you wanted to leave here, remember.”
 
   Hildor's heart plummeted at hearing that. It would destroy Yoken were she to find out about Leander's treachery. He was shocked himself to discover the woman's duplicity.
 
   “Why only now? I've been begging you for years.” Leander sounded angry.
 
   Hildor stole closer. Who was this man that Leander spoke to so fearlessly? Was he a lover perhaps? If it was the case, then Yoken had won Armys for nothing. He peered around a stack of wooden crates. He could make out the Queen, her hands clenched in fists as she glared at a handsome blond knight.
 
   “I don't have time for this. We should leave while the king is still indisposed.” The man reached for Leander's arm, but she shook him off.
 
   “I can't leave now. My people need me.” She looked around. “And you are courting death being here.”
 
   The knight came to stand before Leander. “Have you lain with him yet? Is that why you don't want to leave…” His words were cut off by Leander's slap to his face. Hildor blinked at the usually placid woman's reaction. Not knowing what to expect he tightened his grip on his sword. To his surprise the other man chuckled softly as he rubbed his cheek. “You have, haven't you? He must be really something if he could get the Ice Queen to thwart her own escape.”
 
   “You're wrong. I have not been with him and nor shall I,” Leander spat.
 
   “But you will, my dear. Your mourning period ended today and he will come sniffing between your legs soon. The ferocious appetite of your new soon to be husband is quite well-known. He is an insatiable beast who has taken every whore from here to Hemet. Some of them complained for days about not being able to walk properly.”
 
   Hearing Yoken disparaged, infuriated Hildor. Yoken was not perfect, but she was honest and gentle. If Leander herself couldn't see that, then she didn't deserve Yoken. Maybe her escaping would not be such a bad thing after all.
 
   “He is not like that and nor is this about him,” Leander said, but this time her voice had lost all its fire. Hildor was pleasantly surprised and confused by Leander's defense of Yoken. If that was the case, then why try and escape at all?
 
   The man reached out to touch Leander's cheek and she allowed him, to Hildor's disgust.
 
   “Men are complex creatures and it's those complexities that draw women to us. Gladwan was your first and you hope this one will be any different.” The knight snorted in disgust. “Well, let me tell you something about men, Your Majesty,” the man said tauntingly. “A man's sword quickly gets used to a new scabbard. In the end it's not the sword he replaces but the worn scabbard. He will ride you a few times and then he will discard you. Mark my words.”
 
   Hildor flinched at the crudity of the statement and saw that it elicited the same reaction from Leander. She turned away from the man, a look of pure revulsion on her face. For a long moment she stared at the ground as if debating the issue, before she faced the man again.
 
   “As crude as you've put it, I admit that it is true. When are we leaving?”
 
   Hildor realized that that was his moment to step in. Just as he was about to confront the knight and the treacherous Queen, something crashed against his skull and his world went black.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   Leander jumped as she heard a scuffle and saw Hildor's body crumple to the ground. With a cry she ran over to kneel next to his body. Her hands shook as she cradled his head in her lap. Her eyes filled with tears when she noticed the blood stains on her gown.
 
   “You didn't have to kill him,” she shouted. “He wasn't a threat to you.”
 
   Ingram came over to her. “He's not dead. We need to go now before someone comes looking for him.” He grabbed her arm and dragged her away from Hildor's limp body.
 
   Leander kept her eyes on Hildor waiting for him to move, but he just laid there, his blood soaking the earth around him. If he wasn't dead, he surely would be unless someone found him soon.
 
   “We can't leave him like that. He'll bleed to death.” She shook Ingram's hand off and ran back to Hildor. “We must help him first.”
 
   “Are you mad, woman,” Ingram hissed as he jerked her to her feet. “If we don't leave now, we're all going to die.” He threw a cape over her head.
 
   Oh, what have I done? The question ran like a mantra through her mind as Ingram and his men rushed her through the narrow passages. Yoken. What would Yoken do? He had been so gentle with her earlier. That would surely change if he were to find out that she was the cause of his brother's death. Warm tears coursed down her cheeks as she mourned the decision she'd made and the people whose lives she might have damaged.
 
   She prayed that somehow, someone would find Hildor and get him to the Healer. It would break her completely if she was to be the cause of his death.
 
   Unknown to her, her prayers were answered as small feet ran swiftly away from where Hildor laid to the tents adjacent to the arena.
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   Yoken's hand shook hard as she held the gleaming blade of her dagger over the open fire. Anger, like none before raged through her body and her mind was soaked in blood red revenge. It took a while, but soon the blade glowed red and gritting her teeth; she pressed the blade against the gaping wound. The tent was immediately filled with the smell of seared flesh. Breathing in the pain, she added its intensity to her fury. Once the blade had cooled, she pulled it away and wiped it clean on her leather arm wrist. She balled her fist to control her shaking hands before she reached for her leather pants. The pain in her thigh would have crippled a smaller man, but to her, in the state she was in, it was simply registered as a low throbbing discomfort. As she finished dressing, she kept her mind clear of any thoughts. It was a trick she had learned from her father at a very young age.
 
   Do not engage an invisible foe; for they would sap all your power far before the real battle commence.
 
   Once she was dressed, she walked over to the pallet where Gaybor was cleaning Hildor's head wound. It pained her greatly to look upon the pale, still face of her brother.
 
   “How is he?”
 
   “He has not woken yet. They must have hit him very hard.” Gaybor sounded worried as he gently brushed Hildor's hair out of his eyes.
 
   Taking a dead breath to calm herself at the news, she leaned over and brushed a tender kiss over Hildor's lips. “He has a hard head. Don't worry, too much. He'll be fine.”
 
   The tent flap opened and a middle-aged warrior entered. Yoken raised a questioning brow.
 
   “They are all leaving as we speak, milord. I've sent a few men to escort them outside the city walls,” Hulmer said quickly.
 
   Yoken nodded. Yoken's worse fear had come true when Amani stormed into the tent an hour ago and breathlessly recounted what she had witnessed. Yoken's first order was to have all the knights and their men escorted from the City…with excessive force, if necessary. Hulmer, it seems, had made sure that the message was carried over accurately. She watched as Hulmer walked over to stand by Gaybor's side.
 
   “Take good care of him, Healer. We'll be back soon.” He gently cupped Hildor's cheek before he joined Yoken again. “The men are ready when you are, Yoken.”
 
   She nodded as she strapped on her sword. She gave her brother one last look before she stormed out of the tent. It was late afternoon and there was still enough light to find Leander. She swung onto her horse and was just about to kick it into action, when she spotted a small dirty face peeking at her from behind the corner of the tent. She slid off the horse and knelt before Amani. The girl threw her arms around Yoken's neck.
 
   “Will you come back?” she asked in a small voice.
 
   “Yes. Will you wait for me until I return? They will take good care of you.”
 
   The girl pulled back and looked into Yoken's eyes. “Will the king not be angry if he finds me there?”
 
   Yoken placed a kiss on the girl's cheek, wondering for the umpteenth time why this little girl affected her so. Cupping the small face in her hands, she smiled at the girl.
 
   “I am the king, little one. So, no one will give you trouble for waiting for me in my tent.”
 
   Amani's eyes were big and round as she stared at Yoken. Then she quickly stepped away from Yoken. “You're the king?”
 
   Yoken took her small hand in hers. “I need to leave now, but I would like to find you waiting for me when I return.” She gestured for a servant. “See, this man, his name is Olgner. He will make sure that you get something to eat and a place to sleep while I'm gone. Will you stay?”
 
   Amani nodded quickly, not making eye contact. Yoken felt her heart jerk at the thought that her revelation might have affected their fragile friendship. Saddened, she rose to her feet and walked to her horse. Just as she reached for the reins, Amani called out.
 
   “Yoken?” She turned, just in time to accept the little body hurled at her. They held each other for a long while, before Amani offered a kiss and wiggled out of the embrace. “I'll wait for you.”
 
   Her spirits lifted once again, Yoken nodded and mounted her horse.
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   She didn't know how long they had been riding, but by the time they decided to set up camp, Leander almost fell off her horse from exhaustion. She watched expressionlessly as the men set up a tent, while the others started on dinner. Once the tent was up, Ingram came over to where she sat on a fallen stump.
 
   “The tent is for you. We will ride hard tomorrow and you'll need your rest.” He looked worried as he studied her. “You look tired.”
 
   Leander gave him a poisonous look. “Shouldn't I be? I've been the reason that a really good man could be dead by now, after which I've allowed myself to be kidnapped and had to ride for hours on end on a very uncomfortable mount.”
 
   Ingram shook his head. “You've changed a lot. You were never like this.”
 
   “Were you a woman and forced to marry a man you loathed, I think you too would change,” she spat at him.
 
   Ingram threw up his hands. “I thought I could keep you company for a while, but you obviously would be more happy wallowing in misery. I will have your food sent to you when it's done.”
 
   He turned away, but she called him back. “I'm sorry, Ingram. I know the risk you took to save me.”
 
   Ingram came to sit next to her and put an arm around her shoulder. “I was totally against the nuptials, I must say. The more I protested the more I've alienated everyone.”
 
   Leander rested her head on his shoulder and sighed. “It was the most horrifying experience ever. He was a brutal man.” She lifted her head to look into his eyes. Identical grey eyes looked back at her. “Father refused to listen to my pleas and mother always does what father tells her. She too didn't heed my pleas.”
 
   Ingram's face turned into a mask of anger. “Had I known, I would've called him out. Why didn't you ever tell me about this?”
 
   She reached out a hand and stroked his cheek. “I've tried, brother, but no one came to my rescue.” She saw his eyes fill with tears and she smiled at him. “You came eventually. Thank you.”
 
   Their gazes locked and held as they tried to convey their emotions. “I'm afraid I came too late, because you're different now.”
 
   Leander ran her hand over his stubble. “I'm fine. The day was extremely taxing and it affected my mood.”
 
   One of the men came over to them with two plates heaped with cuts of cold meats, cheese and bread.
 
   “Do you want me to keep you company or would you rather dine alone?” Ingram asked as he handed her a plate.
 
   “Stay, please. I want to know what happened back home during my absence.”
 
   Ingram chewed on a piece of bread. “Not much changed, but a lot has happened.”
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   Cold dark eyes studied the couple from beyond the dark circling the clearing. It took all Yoken's willpower not to rush into the clearing and slaughter everyone, including that deceitful witch. Her grip on her sword tightened as she imagined having Leander's neck between her hands. She would squeeze it slowly as she watched life flee from the woman's body.
 
   She heard soft footfalls behind her and turned. Hulmer came to stand next to her. For a moment his eyes took in the scene in the clearing before he turned to her.
 
   “What do we do now?”
 
   Yoken turned, walked over to a tree and sat with her back against the trunk. “We wait until they sleep.”
 
   “I'll go talk to the men.”
 
   Yoken waited until he was gone before she reached out and stroked her thigh. They had rode long and hard for four hours straight to cut off the group before they could cross the river. With the help of a few farmers who'd seen the group ride through, it was easy to circle them and use the river to come up behind them. But her leg had suffered greatly from the strenuous exercise. The adrenaline that had kept her going was spent and now that her muscles were cooling off, she could feel the pain return with a vengeance.
 
   Yoken closed her eyes for a moment, but jerked them open again. She doubted whether she'll ever get the picture of Leander and that man out of her mind. It was as if it was etched on the inside of her eyelids. They looked so comfortable together, like long-time lovers. Their touches were warm and firm, and so familiar. She wondered if they would reaffirm their love for each other tonight. Would Leander scream her pleasure like she did in Yoken's dream? Or would she be as reserved as she appeared?
 
   Swallowing the bile that rose at the thought of that man touching Leander, Yoken pressed down on her thigh. The pain shot right through her arm and made her gasp, but it was effective in dulling the pain in her heart.
 
   She had to decide what she was going to do once they met again. It was obvious that Leander's heart was somewhere else. She would never fully belong to Yoken and Yoken was not willing to accept anything less than everything from the woman. Was she strong enough to let the woman go? Would she survive knowing that someone else was touching Leander? And then there was Hildor. Could Yoken trust a woman who left her brother to die, like a dog in a street?
 
   Fresh anger bubbled to the surface and she rose to her feet. She needed to put some distance between her and Leander before she did something reckless. Favouring her injured limb, she made her way to where her men had set up camp for the night.
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   Leander rolled over and sighed. She was exhausted, but still sleep eluded her. She listened outside and heard the soft snoring of the men. She didn't know how, but she just knew that Yoken would not take this gross offense lying down. She also knew that if…or rather when… Yoken came, it would not be the gentle giant, she had encountered earlier today. Not after what had happened to his brother.
 
   She turned away from facing the entrance of the tent as warm tears seeped through her closed eyes. Oh, Hildor, I'm so sorry. A sob escaped her lips and she quickly covered her mouth to smother the sounds. It broke her heart every time she closed her eyes and saw him lying there, unmoving. If it so happened that he was not saved, she would deserve whatever revenge Yoken would serve. It would not bring Hildor back, but at least she would know that she had paid in some way for her lapse in judgement.
 
   She can't tell what exactly alerted her, but the atmosphere in the tent suddenly changed. She rolled over to peer through the tent opening only to find a large dark shadow blocking her view.
 
   Leander opened her mouth to scream for help, but a large hand was clamped over her mouth, while another closed over her neck.
 
   “Did you truly think you could escape me?” a grave voice hissed venomously, causing spittle hitting her in her face.
 
   Yoken!
 
   The strain of the day combined with the shock of having a frighteningly angry Yoken clutching her throat, was too much for Leander and her body simply went limp.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken felt the bloodlust bubbling through her, swelling her veins and pounding thunderously in her ears. Her eyes were hard as she glared at the man kneeling before her. He was bleeding from a wound to his head and his arms, most probably broken, hung limp at his sides. She should remember to thank whoever had broken his arms for their foresight. Having seen those arms holding Leander earlier, Yoken had fantasized about snapping them like twigs. He was infinitely lucky that she wasn't the perpetrator, for had she been, he would only have been left with bloodied stumps.
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   The man blew out a long breath, but kept his head bent. “What importance does it hold? You will kill me anyway.”
 
   Yoken growled and pushed him to the ground with her boot. “Even an enemy deserves a name on his gravestone.” She rolled him over with her boot, causing her injured leg to protest against the harsh treatment. The man groaned as he landed on his side, jarring his broken limbs. “I need to know where I should send your severed head.”
 
   The man rolled onto his back, but still refused to answer her. Angered by his insolence, Yoken could also not help but admire his valour a little. She knew of only a few men who would take this kind of abuse and still defy her. But what else did she expect from one such as him. He had dared to steal her queen from right under her nose. A stupid, yet brave act, she realized now. Maybe it would be too kind to kill him like this. Nor was it honourable. She doubted his death would bring her peace unless…
 
   She turned to face the tent.
 
   “Get the Queen. Douse her with water if you have to.” A cruel smile curled around her lips. She has always been more effective in her killing when she had an audience.
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   Leander gasped and sputtered as she surged into an upright position. She looked in shock at the water coursing down her face before, confused, she looked around her until her eyes fell on the grim face of the soldier. She knew him. But from where? Where was she?
 
   “The King requests your presence, milady,” the soldier said curtly and stepped aside thus giving her a view of the scene outside the tent. There was a large fire in the center of the clearing which lit up the whole area. Heavily armed men stood around the fire, their swords raised over the heads of men kneeling before them. Their eyes were all focused on a man standing in the center, another lying on his back before him. She gasped. It all came to her as she recognized the unmistakable hulking figure of Yoken and that of the man lying at her feet.
 
   “Oh no, please, no…” She exploded off the bed, the sudden movement causing her to swerve dangerously. The soldier stepped closer to hold her up, but she shook off his hand and staggered out of the tent. Drawing closer, the first thing she saw was the bloodied face of her brother and with a painful howl, she threw herself at him.
 
   “Ingram. Oh, please, don't be dead. Please...” she called out frantically as tears ran down her cheeks. Please, don't let him be dead. She would never forgive herself if she was the cause of his death too. She lifted his head in her lap. “Please, Ingram…” A soft groan reached her ears and relieved, she began to place kisses on his face. She quickly inspected his body and sighed in relief when she found no open wounds. “Oh, Ingram…”
 
   “ENOUGH!”
 
   At Yoken's bellow her head snapped up to meet the cold eyes of the warlord. Relief at finding her brother still alive and enraged at the abuse he had to suffer at Yoken's hand, made her reckless and she turned her anger on the towering warrior. “Did you do this to him? You … you monster. Heathen's spawn.”
 
   Yoken's jaw tightened as she looked down at her. “So says the woman who left my brother for dead.” Her tone was calm, but the hatred in the dark eyes caused a chill to shoot down her spine.
 
   Hildor was alive.
 
   Relief, however, was short-lived as she saw pure bloodlust firing up Yoken's eyes. “No…no…It's not what you think. I can explain, milord.” Both Ingram's and her life were in grave danger. Over the past two months, she had become accustomed to the quiet, discreet presence of Yoken in her life. Yet, at this very moment, every blood chilling story of the warlord's acts and conquests came to mind. She looked down at the broken body of her brother and shuddered. She had survived Gladwan, but having looked into Yoken's hate filled eyes, she doubted greatly if they would survive this night.
 
   Yoken's sword flicked and Leander gasped as she felt the cold steel tip under her chin. She reluctantly looked up into Yoken's dead eyes. “The time for explanations has passed, milady. It's time now for you and your lover to face the consequences of your actions.”
 
   Looking into Yoken's eyes, Leander saw what many other countless men had encountered facing this man on the battlefield. Death. It was evident at that very moment that Yoken's reputation was by no means exaggerated. The reflection of the flames in Yoken's eyes made him look sinister and inhuman as he glared at her. Leander had never been so scared of another human as she was at that very moment. But she had to try. For Ingram's sake, she had to try.
 
   “Please have mercy, milord. I beg of you.” She swallowed hard as she tried to hold back tears of fright. It would probably make no difference, but she needed to reach out to Yoken's humanity. She had witness his gentleness before with her and with Amani. “What happened to Hildor was an accident. A gross misjudgment from Ingram's men. You have to believe me, please.” Knowing that it would hurt her brother, but if she were to save their lives, a little pain was more than worth it. She gently moved Ingram's head from her lap and climbed to her feet. She stood before Yoken, her insides trembling, the tip of the blade having shifted with her movement, still caressed her throat. The eerie stillness of the warrior was intimidating and extremely frightening. “Please, I beg you, milord, to save his life and that of his men.”
 
   When Yoken spoke, his lips barely moved. “Why? What good would it do me to save their lives?”
 
   Leander threw a quick glance over her shoulder at Ingram. It affected her deeply, seeing her brother so broken and bleeding, for he meant so much to her. Younger by six summers, she had almost raised him as her own. She loved him as her own and would do anything for him, for her family. Ingram was to be the next king of Mooldara and a more righteous king after her father, Mooldara would never see. He was lying so still and she knew intuitively that he had lost consciousness. It was a blessing for it would dull his pain for a while, but most importantly he would not hear what she had to say next. She turned back to Yoken.
 
   “I offer myself to you.” The words sounded firm as they left her lips, but no one will ever know how uttering each of them sliced through her. She was condemning herself to a life of bondage, her body free to be used at will. But Ingram was more important than the fate she was sentencing herself to. His destiny was written in the future of Mooldara. As she held the vengeful stare of Yoken, she saw the sword being lowered slowly as Yoken eyes narrowed slightly.
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   Yoken felt as if she had been kicked in the gut. The day just got worse for her. Knowing how far Leander was willing to go to avoid their marital bed, yet hearing her sacrificing herself to safe the live of another man, almost crippled Yoken. Jealousy, anger and revulsion fused, bringing a bitter taste to her mouth.
 
   “You are willing to become my whore to save the life of this man?” She couldn't keep the disgust from her voice and she watched as Leander averted her eyes. “Do you love him that much?”
 
   Leander stood silently, her body shaking almost violent. Just like her lover, she chose to defy him. But Yoken would have none of that.
 
   “ANSWER ME!” She saw Leander flinch.
 
   “Yes, milord. I love him.” The words were spoken softly, yet firmly.
 
   Yoken turned jealous eyes on the unconscious man. The world was not big enough for the both of them. If she couldn't have Leander, then Leander wouldn't have her beloved. She calmly sidestepped Leander and stood over the man's unmoving form. Yoken would never have Leander's love, but her body was a close second. Thus, killing this man would not change anything. She lifted her sword, readying herself to drive it through the man's heart, when a blur of movement to her side caught her eye. Leander threw herself over the man, crying hysterically as she cradled him possessively.
 
   Even through her jealously infused madness, Yoken couldn't help but feel her own heart react at the poignant sight. Whereas, a split moment before, the scene had been moving enough for her to reconsider, her jealousy, at not being the recipient of such devotion, reared again.
 
   She contemplated pulling Leander from the man and piercing him, but the heart wrenching sobs of the woman made her hesitate again. Love for this woman, at the most inopportune moment ever, settled in her heart. Bloodlust faded slowly as she watched the sobbing woman. There was no way that she could cause Leander such pain. She had loved this woman from afar for so long, that she was sure she could do it again for as long as it takes. Yoken might never have the Queen's heart, but at least her body will be a tolerable prize. She sheathed her sword and, for a long moment, studied the scene before her.
 
   “Get up and wait for me in the tent, whore.” Leander's head jerked up and large confused eyes met Yoken's. Ignoring the woman, Yoken turned to her men. “Take them to the other camp and secure them. I will deal with them in the morning.”
 
   “I told you to wait for me in the tent,” she snapped when she found that Leander had not moved yet. Like a prisoner being led to the gallows, Leander slowly came to her feet, dressed in a night shift and having suffered such humiliation, her bearing was admirably regal as she made her way to the tent.
 
   Hulmer came to stand next to Yoken, his expressive eyes registering his misery. Yoken knew of the man's aversion to mistreating women. When Leander was out of earshot, Hulmer spoke.
 
   “Please be gentle with her, Yoken.” Spearing him with a cold glare, Hulmer only shrugged. “She's a lady, no matter what she's done.” Not waiting for a response, he grabbed Ingram by the scruff of his shirt and dragged him into the darkness.
 
   Alone, Yoken stood motionless as she listened to the night sounds. She felt ashamed for what she was about to do, but if she backed down now, Leander would perceive this as a sign of weakness. And that she would not have. Had Leander not called her a monster earlier? Heathen's spawn? It was time to show the woman exactly how accurate she was in her depiction of her.
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   Gladwan was a poor excuse of a human being, but tonight Leander was grateful that she had crossed paths with him. If it was even possible, he had taught her one good thing. He had conditioned her for situations like these. Thanks to him she would be able to accept Yoken's rutting and still be able to not lose herself in the process. She looked down at the small pallet. It was barely big enough to accommodate both their bodies, but at least it was comfortable. If she were to be raped, then she'd rather it be on the pallet than to be taken on the ground like a common camp prostitute.
 
   She swallowed the bile that rose at the image. She wished so much she had her prayer beads with her now. She could do with some divine intervention right about now.
 
   She stole a glance through the tent opening and saw that Yoken still stood where she'd left him. He stood with his head raised to the sky as if in silent prayer, although she knew that he was not a religious man. She got that titbit from Hildor during one of their many conversations. Fresh guilt for what had happened to Hildor, surface and threatened to suffocate her. Not even the fact that he's been found and helped would erase the guilt she felt. Until her escape, they had shared this unspoken camaraderie which, in its most basic form, could've probably been called friendship. She had lost that too. Upon her return, she would not only be Yoken's whore, but there would be no Hildor to while away those long, lonely nights during the evening meals. Fresh tears burned at the back of her eyes. Tonight she was going to pay for every little thing this dreadful day had brought in her path.
 
   She began to undress quickly for she wouldn't want to inflame Yoken's wrath any further. It had been a while now since she'd last been with a man. It would probably be too much to ask, but she prayed he was gentle with her. As she moved to the bed, she blocked out the muffled conversation outside the tent. Mentally exhausted by the day and what was yet to come, she lowered herself on the bed. As she lay there, tears of dread threatened to overcome her. It was in that moment between tears and a nervous breakdown, that she remembered something her father had said to her once.
 
   Sometimes life would seem like an insurmountable adversary, but only because we ourselves are unaware of the fact that we have the power to change the outcome of our own existence.
 
   Hearing her father's sorely missed voice ringing through her mind, Leander closed her eyes. Her body was but a vessel for her mind and her soul. She will survive this night and many more like these. One day…one day…no matter how far from now, she'll be happy again. Cracking a weak smile, she rolled onto her back, spread her legs wide; and waited.
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   The fire was burning out and the night sounds were gradually dying down. The forest was going to sleep. Yoken looked up at the sky. She felt so angry and alone right now, her only company the flickering stars up there. What she would give to be up there surrounded by such brilliance. When you were a star, coveted and admired, people were drawn to you. Troubadours would compose songs of your beauty and women would fall over themselves to possess such brilliance. Instead, she's a war-hardened illiterate who will have to stoop very low to appease her bruised ego and broken heart. She lacked brilliance and choice at this very moment. If only the anger burning through her veins would dissipate so she could think clearer. She heard the soft rustling sounds coming from the tent as Leander was doing whatever she was doing as she waited for Yoken to join her.
 
   “Milord.”
 
   Yoken's grip on her sword tightened. “Yes?”
 
   “He is not her lover.”
 
   Yoken turned slowly to face Hulmer. “What made you come to that conclusion?” She was so emotionally drained that she couldn't even get herself to scoff at the absurdity of the statement. She knew what she saw.
 
   “One of the captives told us that he was her brother, sent to save her from you.” Hulmer looked sheepishly at her. “It seems her father thought her to be mistreated by your hand and the brother took it upon himself to kidnap her and return her to their kingdom.”
 
   Yoken stood motionlessly as she listened to Hulmer. Her brother? Could it be? Or was this perhaps a ploy from them to escape? She couldn't ask Leander. At this moment the woman would say anything to save that man. But what if what Hulmer said was true? Would a sister sell herself to save the life of her brother? Yoken swallowed hard. It was more than possible. She would do that and more for Hildor. If it was indeed true, Yoken was sure that the woman would never forgive her for having threatened to kill her brother? Not even to speak of the way Yoken had addressed her in the presence of the men.
 
   “Thank you, Hulmer.” There was no need to show how affected she was by the news. Hulmer was hoping that the news would mean that Leander was saved from whatever lot Yoken had planned for her. “Make sure they are comfortable for the night and place sentries up in the trees.”
 
   Hulmer nodded and Yoken watched him as he walked away. His shoulders were hanging slightly, most probably from disappointment. He had really hoped that this news would buy some leniency for Leander. Yoken turned back to the tent.
 
   It was time to face her demons.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   Leander stiffened as she made out the sound of heavy footfalls coming towards the tent. She closed her eyes tightly and balled her hands in fists to hide their shaking. She knew the exact moment Yoken was in the tent. The warrior had a strong presence which combined with his size made him an impressive and hard individual to ignore.
 
   In the silence, she could feel his eyes roaming over her body and she was tempted to close her legs, to hide from him, but she didn't. She didn't want to take the chance of angering him any further. So she laid there, open to his gaze.
 
   She felt him move and a soft whimper left her lips. The next moment she felt something soft being spread over her body. The act so kind and so unexpected, made her turn her head as a small tear escaped her tightly closed eyes and rolled down her cheek to disappear in her neck. For a moment she could hear Yoken's heavy breathing as he leaned over her, before he drew away. She heard sounds of undressing and waited. Had she been too hasty in celebrating her relief?
 
   After a while the sounds died down and the forest went quiet. She waited for a few more moments before she carefully turned her head to see where Yoken was. She stifled a scream when she found him, standing next to the bed looking down at her.
 
   “There is only one bed.” The tent was too dark to make out his face, but the gruffness of his voice was still intimidating despite the small act of gentleness of earlier. He had removed his breastplate and was still dressed in his shirt and trousers. Yoken was way too overdressed for a man set on raping her. Leander shifted to the side, knowing that there was no way they would both fit on the bed. The pallet groaned under the weight of Yoken of bulk as he lowered himself onto the makeshift bed. For a moment they shifted until they were both comfortable, both lying on their sides. Leander's back flushed against Yoken's front. In fact she was lying so close to him that she could feel his manhood poking her in the back. A small relief though, she thought, for it could have very well been poking her somewhere else right about now. Just the thought of what could've, maybe still could happen to her, made her shift a little, trying to put more space between them.
 
   “Sleep now. I will not touch you unless I have to,” Yoken growled in her ear, making the hair in her nape stand up as his warm breath stirred through them. With that said he took a deep breath and she felt him relax behind her and taking a trembling breath, she willed herself to relax. It was not easy with the large body spooning her smaller one. She laid stiff as a rod for most the night, waiting for what, she didn't know. Finally, the immense heat radiating from Yoken to her, managed to lull her into a reluctant sleep.
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   She waited for a while longer until she was sure that Leander was fast asleep before Yoken carefully slipped out of bed. She bit back a moan, when after two hours of lying on her injured side, her leg protested against the harsh treatment. Sitting on the bed for a moment to catch her breath, she turned to see if Leander was still asleep. The woman had her back to her, but the deep even breathing reassured Yoken. She rose to her feet and frowned slightly. How did she not notice it earlier? Standing upright, her head brushed against the ceiling of the tent. She took the time to look around the tent. It was dark, but she could still somehow make out the interior of the tent. It was incredibly small and it was obvious that it was only intended for one occupant. She felt a sense of relief when she noticed the outline of a box. With slow careful steps she made her way over to the rickety box and lowered her bulk onto it. Seated, she gently began to massage her thigh. Unless she reopened and drained the wound, she wouldn't be able to ride a horse for the foreseeable future. Nor did she want to show any weakness before Leander. She measured the distance between the tent and the still smoldering fire in the center of the opening. It will hurt like hell to walk up there, but she had no other choice. She rose and took a steadying breath before she slowly made her way over to the fire. She took out her dagger and placed the blade deep in the glowing embers.
 
   She dragged her injured limb behind her as she scoured the area for a strong piece of wood.
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   It was the unexpected loss of warmth which woke Leander a few hours later. She vaguely recalled having been drawn into sleep by a pleasant warmth surrounding her. Now it was gone and she needed to fall back asleep. She yawned and blinked the sleep from her eyes. With completely wakefulness, the happenings of the last few hours poured through her mind. She surged upright as she swung wide eyes around her. It was still dark, but she appeared to be alone in the tent.
 
   Yoken.
 
   Where did he go? She threw her legs off the bed and shrugged into her dress. If Yoken was not with her then it could mean only one thing. Ingram was in danger. She had seen the hatred in Yoken's eyes as he had looked at Ingram. Not caring about shoes she ran out of the tent, only to come to a total stop. It was still so dark and she had no idea where to begin looking for Yoken's men's camp. She saw the drag marks leading into the dark and was just about to follow them when she heard a soft groan. Spinning around, she stifled a scream when she saw a large dark shadow just on the fire-lit edge of the clearing. She threw a nervous glance at the tent. At the moment it served as both a haven and a trap. But she wasn't sure if she wanted to be out here with whoever was hiding in the shadows. With her mind made up, she turned around to make a run for the tent when another moan reached her ears.
 
   She tilted her head slightly to see if she could catch some more sounds, but there was nothing. The shadow also looked like it hadn't moved an inch. Then she remembered why she was out here in the first place. Could be that Yoken was the one hiding in the shadows? If so, why? No one would be stupid enough to risk their lives to try and ambush Yoken and her men in the woods. She'd heard that besides their fighting skills, Yoken army's knowledge of the land played a big factor in their victory over Gladwan. She heard a soft shuffling and swallowing hard, she decided to test her theory.
 
   “Milord, is that you?”
 
   The shuffling stopped, but there was no reply. This time the shadow moved and just as she was about to make a dash for the tent, she heard another moan and saw the shadow topple over.
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   Awareness came slowly, but the sound of breathing instantly chased the fogginess away. Panic, raw and dangerous, rose as she realized that she was caught in a vulnerable situation and without opening her eyes she struck out. She felt her fist connect and after a while heard a soft thud. Even before she opened her eyes, she already reached for her dagger. It was still dark, but the night was quiet. Looking around, she found herself alone – stretched out on the ground. She spotted the tent and it all came back to her, she'd come out here to treat her wound. A dark frown formed. She must've lost consciousness and collapsed here. Yoken slowly sat up and bit back a moan as her injured thigh protested painfully. If she was alone out here, then who had been with her while she's been unconscious? Looking around she saw something white sticking out from the bushes a few feet away. Rising to her feet, she slowly stumbled over to the bushes, her dagger at the ready.
 
   She swallowed hard when she made out slender ankles and her eyes grew wider as they disbelieving tracked up long naked legs. Women's legs. She gasped when she realized who it was. Ignoring her injury she fell to her knees and began to pull away the branches. Yoken stared in horror when Leander's face was exposed. Terror, shame and anger coursed through her as she looked down into the pale face. Leander's face was pale and serene as she lay motionlessly. Blood streamed from her nose and ran in rivulets down her cheeks to disappear into the ground, cold ground.
 
   “My love…” she murmured through lips that felt too stiff to move. “Oh, my love, forgive me.” With a shaking hand, she reached out to feel for a pulse. “Please, don't let her be dead.” She whispered past a thick tongue as tears began to fall unnoticed. At first touch, Leander's skin was cold to the touch and Yoken felt her heart plummet as she drew back her hand. She would never forgive herself if Leander was dead. Nothing, not even Hildor, would stop her from following the woman into death. Steeling herself, she reached out again to feel for a pulse. This time, she felt a soft fluttering and smiled with relief. Carefully, so as not to hurt her any further, Yoken ran her hands over Leander's still body. Her one arm was bended awkwardly and fresh tears of regret welled up in Yoken's eyes. Earlier in the day, she had all but fantasized about reviving Gladwan and killing him again for his dastardly handling of such a beautiful, genteel woman – the woman of her heart. Now lying here before her, bleeding and broken, was the same beautiful woman whom she loved with all her heart and the butchery to her body was the work of Yoken's own hand. With infinite tenderness, Yoken lifted Leander in her arms and struggled to find her footing, while her leg pounded agonizingly, she slowly made her way to the tent. She laid Leander on the bed. She tore at the hem of the soiled nightdress and soaked it with water from her water bottle, began to clean the blood and dirt from the beautiful face. When she was done, she covered Leander up and sat on the bed, her eyes never leaving the pale face. What had she done? Fresh tears welled up in her eyes. Had she become the monster people spoke about? Even now as she looked at the pale face, she shuddered at the sight of the ghastly blue-green bruise on Leander's face. She wiped at the tears as she reached for Leander's hand.
 
   “I love you,” she whispered softly as she cradled the smaller hand in hers. That was how dawn found her, still seated on the narrow bed, Leander's limp hand in hers. Movement outside the tent caused her head to jerk up and she groaned softly as she came to feet. Hulmer was busy dousing the smoldering coals when she joined him. The soldier's weathered face showed his concern as he looked from Yoken to the tent. His eyes sharpened when he looked back at her.
 
   “You look exhausted,” he said, but his face quickly turned red as he lowered his eyes. Yoken immediately knew what he was thinking and she would not have that.
 
   “Nothing happened, old friend,” she said firmly and felt ashamed when she saw his expression morph into one of utter relief. Even her men began to think of her as a monster now. Leander's opinion of her seemed to be contagious.
 
   “I'm glad to hear that, Yoken,” he smiled broadly. “You've risked too much for her to destroy it over a small misunderstanding.”
 
   Wait till you see what I've done and then we'll talk again, Yoken thought as she gave him a weak smile. She needed to change the subject quickly before the tears she'd been reining in for most of the night escaped.
 
   “The men?”
 
   Hulmer straightened up a little, donning his soldier persona. “They are ready, milord. A few of them will be…” Footsteps sounded. “Some of the men are here to help pack up.”
 
   Yoken threw a glance at the tent. It would be humiliating for Leander to be seen like that. She quickly made up her mind.
 
   “No,” she said firmly. “I want you to go on ahead. We've passed a farmhouse yesterday not too far from here. I need time alone with the Queen.” She could immediately see that Hulmer was not happy with the sudden turn of events. His expressive face showed his distress.
 
   “You will both be unprotected, milord,” he said carefully. “If I may, I request to be left here with you.”
 
   Yoken smiled, humbled by the man's loyalty. “I need you to protect Hildor and the City until I return, Hulmer. I trust you to do this for me. I'll protect the Queen.”
 
   Hulmer refused to let go. “But you yourself are injured.”
 
   “I've had worse injuries, and you know that. It looks worse than it is.” She slapped the man's shoulder. “We'll be fine, I promise.”
 
   The greying man inhaled deeply before he nodded. “I will have the men leave an extra horse, some food and money for you.” He scratched his thinning blonde hair. “Just for my peace of mind, we will ride pass the farmhouse and ask them to prepare for your arrival.”
 
   Yoken watched as Hulmer walked away to talk to the men. Within an hour, two saddle bags filled with food, wine and blankets were tied to a pack horse. Hulmer gave her a curt nod as he left to join the men. She watched them ride off until she couldn't see them anymore.
 
   With a heart weighed down by guilt and shame she turned towards the tent. She had seen many things in her relatively short life. She had witnessed war, destruction, pain and death, but nothing had affected her more than the ugly bruise which covered Leander's face. Had it been anyone else had scarred the Queen like that, Yoken would have slash open his stomach and strangled him with his own intestines.
 
   But then …what kind of punishment would be the most appropriate for a brute like herself?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Leander was scared.
 
   The pain permeating her body as she swam to wakefulness was too familiar to be a simple figment of her imagination. Would she, when she opened her eyes, find Gladwan stand over her, his face pulled in a mask of disgust and fury? Knowing that she couldn't pretend to be asleep any longer, she slowly opened her eyes.
 
   Her eyes immediately shot wide with fear.
 
   Kneeling at the side of the bed, his eyes dark with anguish, was Yoken. Before she could take a closer look, Yoken’s hand lifted and wiped at his face. The action and its interpretation made her blink at the man. She was further shocked when he smiled at her, a genuine smile that warmed his dark eyes to tender liquid pools and showed his beguiling dimples.
 
   “You're awake,” he said softly, relief evident in his deep voice. “How do you feel?”
 
   Still stunned by the unexpected change in Yoken, she simply laid there staring up at him. Since she was staring into his eyes she immediately saw the warmth in his eyes disappear to be replaced by a look of utter horror. Yoken leaned closer so fast, causing her to shrink back in terror. He quickly jerked back.
 
   “Leander? My…” he swallowed hard, even as a fine sheen of tears filled his eyes. “Leander, do you… you remember me?”
 
   Taken completely by surprise by the change in the warlord, Leander frowned. She didn't remember much of the night, but what she could remember was not pleasant. There was no way that the vengeful warrior of earlier could be the same person looking at her. Whatever had caused her injury must've affected her brain. Yoken reached out slowly and this time, she steeled herself for his touch. When it came, it was so gentle, that Leander wondered if she'd maybe just imagined it.
 
   “Please be well, my Queen. I beg of you.” This time the pain in the deep voice was unmistakable.
 
   Leander didn't know why she felt the need to assure the warrior. Maybe it could've been the fact that she was unaccustomed to men, powerful men, looking so vulnerable. Or maybe it could've just been because of the raw, honest emotion radiating from this man as he stared at her with his eyes glistening with tears, that she responded.
 
   “I'm fine,” she croaked and was immediately stunned into silence by a bright smile from Yoken. What was she missing? She slowly tried to sit up, but the pain in her shoulder made her moan as her eyes shot full of tears instantaneously. Once again the smile faded and regret filled the brown eyes.
 
   Yoken moved away from the bed and returned with a cup. “You are injured.” He held out the cup. “This will help for the pain, but it'll also make you sleepy.” Yoken gently slipped his arm under her shoulder and with amazing strength lifted Leander slowly into a half sitting position. For a moment she hesitated as she warily studied the cup. A memory of Yoken with his sword point pressed against her throat flashed before her. Had the warrior simply changed tactics and finally decided to poison her instead? As if reading her thoughts, Yoken brought the cup to his lips and took a sip. The brown eyes were openly begging with her when the cup was brought to her lips. “The pain will go away once you drink this.”
 
   Sitting up in her current position was beginning to hurt her in a number of places and the contents of the cup suddenly began to look like ambrosia from the gods. She opened her mouth slightly, her eyes never leaving Yoken. The warrior gave her a small encouraging smile before he held the cup to her lips. She drank deep, ignoring the familiar bitter taste of white willow. When the cup was empty, Yoken carefully helped her to lie down again and pulled the covers over her.
 
   “You can sleep for a while and I will have food ready for you as soon as you awaken.” He made for the exit.
 
   “Milord,” Yoken spun around to face her. “What happened to me?”
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Yoken swallowed hard as pain lanced through her heart. The moment of truth has arrived.
 
   “I did this to you,” Yoken said quietly. She saw the horror and fear in the grey eyes and quickly looked away. She had seen that look too often than she cared to remember. But she hated seeing it in Leander's eyes. “I'll get you something to eat.” She reached the tent flap, but couldn't resist one more look at Leander. She looked terrible; black and blue. Thank the gods that there was no mirror in sight. She would want to spare Leander from the brutal sight, but Yoken knew that no matter how long she lived, she would never forget the sight. She would never forget what she had done. Tears burned behind her eyes as she ducked out of the tent. Forcing her mind from the woman inside the tent, she stoked the smoldering coals.
 
   A soft groan flitted from the tent and Yoken was on her feet in a heartbeat and leaning over Leander.
 
   “What is wrong?”
 
   Twin pink spots appeared on Leander's cheeks. “It is inappropriate to tell you, milord.”
 
   Confused, Yoken blinked at the visibly uncomfortable woman. Her eyes widened slowly as realization dawned. Now this was going to be uncomfortable…for both of them. Leander still kept her eyes averted.
 
   If they were to be here…alone… for a while longer, it would be beneficial to them both if they could get all the awkward functions out of the way. Hopefully with time it would become less awkward.
 
   “It will hurt to move,” she said softly and Leander turned to look at her. “…but I'll be careful not to worsen it.” A look of utter horror flashed in Leander's eyes. “There is no one else, but me.”
 
   “It's inappropriate for …”
 
   Yoken quickly interrupted Leander. “Whether you do it in the bush or in the bed won't matter much. I'll have to clean it up later.”
 
   Leander blushed furiously as she held Yoken's eyes for a long while. “I'm sorry that you have to do this, milord,” she said finally.
 
   The softly spoken words almost made Yoken cry. It wasn't Leander's place to apologize. She wasn't the reason that she was lying in bed, bruised and broken. Yoken swallowed against the knob forming in her throat. “It's not your fault, milady. Now, can you lift your knee a bit? Yes, now hold onto my neck.” Yoken lifted her gently off the bed and walked out of the tent. As she crossed the clearing towards the other side, she couldn't help but think that this was the first and probably the only time that Leander would allow Yoken so close.
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   The forest was quiet as they made their way into the more secluded overgrown parts. As burning as her need was, Leander couldn't help but be aware of Yoken's nearness. He smelled clean, compared to most soldiers.
 
   Yoken takes the blame. Leander remembers what had happened. Ingram and his men smelled rather ripe too, she recalled. But not Yoken. He smelled of sun and air and there was a slight whiff of cloves on his breath.
 
   “I think this spot is perfect,” Yoken said and his deep voice reverberated through Leander. “Will you be able to stand?” He set her on her feet and when she swayed, he grabbed her close again. “Lean against the trunk.” As she followed the suggestion, she gasped when she felt cold air touch her thighs. “It's fine. You can…uhm…you know.”
 
   Leander turned her head away and stiffened when she felt Yoken press her head against his chest. He was so close that she knew that there was no way that she wasn't going to mess on him. She tried to push away from him. “Please…”
 
   “I don't want you to fall and hurt yourself, Leander,” Yoken said softly. “Do what you must.”
 
   “But I'll…I can't,” she murmured as tears began to course down her cheeks. “It's too much.”
 
   Yoken sighed and slowly pulled away from her. When she met his eyes, she found them dark with concern. He pointed at a tree a few steps away. “I'll be over there.”
 
   Leander watched as Yoken walked to the tree and stood with his back turned to her. She lifted her shift with her uninjured hand and leaning against the tree tried to manipulate her muscles to avoid making a noise. The action caused warm rivulets to trickle down her thighs and more tears of humiliation flowed. When she was done, she dropped her shift and look around. There was nothing she could use to clean herself up and Yoken would surely feel the wetness when he picked her up.
 
   She was so intent on finding a solution that she didn't hear Yoken's approach. With her face burning hot with embarrassment, she avoided his eyes. Yoken stood still next to her before her. Her eyes shot up to his, when she heard the tearing of material. Yoken was tearing off his sleeve. Stunned, she watched as he held the cloth out to her.
 
   “I've never been crazy about sleeves anyway,” he said with a small smile. When she didn't take the cloth immediately, Yoken pressed it in her hand and walked back to the tree to wait for her.
 
   She stared down at the piece of cloth in her hand. What was happening here?
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   Yoken called herself all kinds of names as she leaned against the tree. She kept her mind off the pain in her thigh by listening for every small noise coming from Leander. Pain speared through her heart when she recalled the tears of humiliation on Leander's face. She hated the fact that she was to blame for the intense discomfort the woman felt at that moment. If only she could, she would've made amends by rounding up her men and leave Limos for good. But she can't. That would mean leaving Leander and Limos unprotected. Secondly, she wouldn't be able to get the woman out of her head and heart. Yoken squeezed her eyes tightly at the thought of never seeing Leander again. She would surely go mad within a week.
 
   Her only option was to live out her punishment and hope Leander could forgive her one day.
 
   “I'm done.”
 
   Yoken spun around and quickly made her way over to a red-faced Leander. For a moment their eyes held before Leander looked away. Yoken carefully hoisted Leander in her arms and they walked back to the tent in silence. Once Leander was back in bed, Yoken looked down at her.
 
   “I didn't mean to humiliate you,” she said and quickly ducked out of the tent. Outside she took a deep breath and wished for a moment that she was alone so she could let out a cry of anger and frustration. It hurt so much not to be near Leander when the woman needed her most, but it hurt even more to see the bruises on her. She rummaged through the sack Hulmer had left for them and found cold chicken, cheese, bread and a skin of wine. In a second sack she found plates and cups. She prepared a plate of food for Leander, but when he took it to her, she was asleep, with her face turned away from him.
 
   He put the plate on a nearby chest and carefully so as not to wake her, took a seat on the bed. The bruise was turning an ugly dark hue and Yoken wondered if she would ever be able to stop cringing at the sight.
 
   “I'm so sorry I hurt you,” she whispered softly as her eyes filled with tears. “I swear it was not my intention. I didn't know it was you.” She gently ran her fingertip over the bruise. “I promise you that I will never hurt you like this again…ever.” She leaned over to brush her lips over Leander's hair when an errand tear slid down her cheek and fell on Leander's cheek. Horrified, Yoken stiffened as she waited for Leander to awaken. When the woman didn't move, she gently wiped the tear away and left the tent.
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   Leander's eyes slid open as she listened to Yoken's heavy footsteps as the warlord exited the tent. For a moment she lay quietly, trying to make sense of what she'd just overheard and felt. What did Yoken mean when he said it was an accident? She searched her mind for memories of the previous night. She remembered Yoken coming to her bed, but that nothing happened. Yoken had fallen asleep and then she did too. She rolled onto her back and stifled a moan when the action jarred her injured arm. Did Yoken wake up in the middle of the night and thinking her one of the castle whores and took her? But there were no signs of anything of that kind having transpired between them. Her body would never lie to her. What had happen then? She was still trying to push through mental barrier when the potion Yoken had given her earlier kicked in and she drifted off to sleep. Her last thought before she was lured deeper into Morpheus arms, was the fact that Yoken had cried.
 
   If he had wanted to hurt her, for whatever reason, why would the man cry over her?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   When Leander awakened again, it was with a soft moan of pain caused by the movement. Movement? Her eyes jerked open and she felt a panic fill her being when she realized she was looking up at the star-filled sky. She twisted her head to see where she was exactly and sighed softly when she saw Yoken walking next to the makeshift stretcher. It was too dark to make out Yoken’s expression, but she could sense the warrior’s concern as in the weight of his gaze.
 
   “Ho…!” Yoken called out and the horse came to stop. “Are you awake?”
 
   Swallowing pass a dry mouth, Leander nodded, but realized that Yoken could most probably not see the action.  “Yes,” she croaked and Yoken leaned closer and held a water skin to her lips. She drank deep and long before she pushed at Yoken’s hand. “Where are we?”
 
   Yoken looked up at the sky. “We’re about another hour or so from the farm where I’m taking you.”
 
   “Farm? Why?” Leander frowned.
 
   “They’re expecting us and I wanted you to be around a woman who could help you if…,” Yoken’s voice faded off. “I want you to be comfortable.”
 
   “Then why don’t we simply go back to the Limos? It’s but a few hours away, is it not?” She was genuinely perplexed by Yoken’s behaviour. He’s been acting strange the whole day and it was becoming worrisome. Why drag her through the night to a small farm instead of seeking the safety of the Palace?
 
   Yoken didn’t answer immediately and Leander cursed the darkness which made it impossible for her to see his face.
 
   “I don’t want people to see you in this state.”
 
   Ah! Realization dawned instantly. Yoken wanted to protect his reputation, which made perfect sense. How would it look if the new King dragged his battered Queen, whom he supposedly adored enough to honor with a joust, through the gates of Limos? Yoken had worked hard to win the trust of the people and having them see their queen like this would destroy the last bit of confidence they had in Yoken.
 
   “I understand,” she said quietly. She jerked in shock when she felt Yoken’s hand on her shoulder. What she would give to be able to see the warriors face.
 
   “I doubt you do, milady.” Yoken added calmly before she moved towards the horse. The next moment they were moving again. “We’ll reach our destination in a little while.”
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   The soft flickering candle light through the window was like a beacon in the dark night. Yoken was surprised at the relief she felt at the sight of the farm. Her thoughts were as dark and impenetrable as the blackness surrounding them. She would be happy to be in the light, to cast these somber thoughts from her mind.
 
   They were a few yards from the small house with the smoking chimney, when the door opened and a slender man stepped out into the darkness. Yoken stopped.
 
   “May we take a rest in your barn, my good man?”
 
   The man’s posture changed instantly and he rushed towards them. “Milord, welcome.”
 
   Yoken nodded, knowing that in the dark, the man couldn’t see the gesture. “Thank you.”
 
   The farmer reached for the reins. “Please allow me, milord. The wife has prepared the house for you,” he said breathlessly.
 
   Yoken held on to the reins and placed her other hand on the man’s bony shoulder. “Not the house. I will not put you out. The barn will be more than sufficient for the time being.”
 
   The man stiffened under her touch. “No…no, milord. Please, I beg of you. Please take the house.”
 
   Yoken dropped her hand. “Let’s talk about it in the light. The Queen had an accident and would like to be comfortable.”
 
   The man gasped. “Of course, my liege. I apologise for…”
 
   “No apologies. You are my host and I appreciate your hospitality.”
 
   They made it to the door and with the light falling on them, Yoken turned to the man. He was rather young, but hard labor and suffering have left an indelible mark on his face. She smiled at his anxiety. He reminded her too much of her father; an honest hardworking man who cares for his family.
 
   “What are you called?”
 
   “Jeffril, milord.”
 
   She grabbed his arm at the elbow. “Greetings, Jeffril. I’m Yoken.”
 
   The man blinked at her introduction before he bowed his head. “Milord, it’s a great honor to welcome you to my humble home.” He quickly jumped into action. “Please, could I help to make the Queen comfortable? My wife has put clean linens on the bed and there is a stew on the fire. We would…”
 
   Yoken held up her hand. “None of that, Jeffril. Your bed is yours. I will take the Queen to the barn. If possible, please ask your wife if she could share some of the tasty smelling stew with us.”
 
   The man swallowed hard, opened his mouth and closed it again. “Would you give me but a short moment to move the family from the barn to the house, milord? In anticipation of your arrival, I have moved my family to the barn.”
 
   Yoken smiled warmly at the nervous man. “I apologise for the inconvenience, Jeffril. If you like, I could help you with that.”
 
   The man’s eyes bugged out and he swayed. Before Yoken could reach out, he toppled over.
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   Having eavesdropped on the conversation between Yoken and the farmer, Leander was caught between laughing and shock. What had happened to Yoken? There was definitely something wrong with him. She didn’t have much time to mull over it, because Yoken suddenly appeared next to the stretcher and gently scooped her up in his arms. Blinking fast and furiously to hide her shock and mild pleasure at the tender gesture, she clung to Yoken’s strong neck as he carried her towards the golden light coming from what she assumed was the barn. When they entered the barn, a loud gasp sounded and a slender blonde woman surged to her feet. Big blue eyes stared at them, before the women fell to her knee.
 
   “Milord,” she whispered. “I…I …”
 
   “Please, rise,” Yoken said softly. The woman’s head snapped up before she quickly climbed to her feet. “I spoke to your man, but I think he was slightly overwhelmed when I refused to take your room and instead requested to be housed in the barn.”
 
   The woman’s mouth fell open as her eyes shot passed them to the doorway.
 
   “He fainted dead away, madam,” Leander offered quickly before the woman could come up with a number of worse case scenarios. With admiration she watched the woman pull herself together and snap into hostess mode. She quickly led them around a hay stacked wall and Leander smiled when she found a thick straw bed on which a petite blonde girl was fast asleep.
 
   “If milord would make the Queen comfortable while I carry my daughter to the house.” 
 
   Yoken nodded as she gently deposited Leander on the surprisingly soft bed. When the blonde head lifted, Leander was speared by a soft questioning look. “Would you be fine by yourself while I go help her with her husband? I will not be gone for long.”
 
   Leander swallowed. Will she ever get used to this new side of the warlord? She cleared her voice softly. “I will be fine. You go and do what you must, milord.”
 
   A tender smile pulled at Yoken’s lips. He pulled away and strode out of the barn. Letting out a long breath she didn’t know she’d held, Leander laid back on the bed. The bed was bigger than the one they’d shared last night. It will easily accommodate Yoken’s bulk. That’s if the warlord decided to share the bed with her. She scanned the interior again. There were many bales of hay. Yoken was a soldier after all and growing up in a house with her father and brother, she had heard that soldiers could sleep anyplace. She stiffened when she heard footsteps coming towards the barn. The next moment, Yoken appeared before her and she smiled. He wasn’t joking about not being gone for long. He was even carrying a wineskin, bread and a bowl from which the most delicious aroma wafted up. She didn’t even know she was hungry until now. The warlord turned out to be a wonderful nursemaid.
 
   He walked over to the bed and sat next to her. “I want to give you something for the pain again, but you need to eat before you doze off again.”
 
   Leander tried to sit up, but with one arm in a sling, it was a struggle and she fell back. Yoken quickly placed the food items next to the bed and leaned over to help her up. The movement brought him very close to her face and she bit down on her lower lip to stop the gasp that threatened to escape. When instead of just helping her sitting up, Yoken pulled her close until she sat with her back leaning against his side, Leander gasped. Yoken stilled immediately, his expression contrite. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” The words were heavy with grief. Before she could think about it, Leander reached out and placed her hand on his thigh. Yoken’s eyes fell to where her hand rested and self-conscious, Leander quickly removed it.
 
   “No need,” she whispered softly. She watched as the blonde head lowered slowly.
 
   “I didn’t know it was you,” Yoken's voice broke and he cleared his throat. When their eyes met again, Leander’s heart clenched at the heart wrenching pain she saw in the dark eyes. “I… swear it was an accident. I would never hurt you like this.”
 
   This time Leander reached out and laid her hand against Yoken’s cheek. All of a sudden Yoken’s strange behaviour made sense…especially the tears. He had always been honest with her and if he said it was an accident, she believed him. If not his words; then his tears.
 
   “I believe you and I forgive you.” She stared into the stormy brown eyes, wanting him to know that she meant every word. For a long moment they simply stared at each. Yoken twisted her head and Leander felt a shiver run down her spine when his lips brushed her palm.
 
   “Thank you, Leander,” he murmured and offered her a blinding smile. “Now it’s time that you eat.”
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    Yoken’s heart was thudding loudly in her heart as she broke a piece of bread and dipped it in the rabbit stew that Raith, their gracious hostess, had provided. Feeling the heat of the stew through the bowl, Yoken blew over the piece and popped it in her mouth. He turned to Leander and smiled at finding her looking at his mouth. A sudden red stain came over Leander’s cheek and, not wanting to make her more uncomfortable than she already was, Yoken ignored the reaction. She however will, once Leander was asleep, relive this small victory, whatever the meaning behind it. 
 
   “It’s really good. Raith is a good cook.” She dipped another piece to soak up the sauce and held it out to Leander. A warm glow settled in her chest when instead of reaching out for the food, Leander opened her mouth. Yoken gently placed the soaked piece of bread on Leander’s tongue. Then it was her turn to stare transfixed at her queen’s mouth as the woman chewed slowly. Utterly humbled by the complete gesture of trust, her emotions got the better of her and her eyes shot full of tears, making her quickly look away. At that moment she loved Leander more than she ever thought possible.
 
   “You’re right. It is delicious.”
 
   Blinking back the tears, Yoken looked at Leander. “Maybe we should get her to help the cook at the Palace.”
 
   She almost swooned when Leander chuckled, a soft husky sound that made her stomach quiver. “Marensa is very territorial. Poor Raith will never be happy there.”
 
   Their gazes locked and in that short instance something changed between them. Forgiveness, good food, humor and trust, bridged the chasm that had existed between them since the first moment they’d met.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken lifted a trembling hand, but she pulled it away before it reached its intended destination. Even after the fragile camaraderie that had formed between her and Leander the previous night, she wasn’t completely sure if the woman would feel comfortable when she awakened and found Yoken touching her. Soon after Leander had succumbed to the pain medication, Yoken had left the barn to sit outside on a bale of hay and mussed about the evening before. A wide smile lit up her face. That was by far one of the best days she’d ever lived. Only Hildor will understand why.
 
   “Your majesty…?”
 
   Yoken surged to her feet and immediately regretted her hasty action. She looked down at her host lying flat on his back in the dirt, his eyes filled with terror. Sighing, she reached out a hand to help him up, but he quickly scurried away on his backside.
 
   “Please forgive me, milord. Please…”
 
    “Jeffril, I should be the one apologising for startling you. Now let me help you up and let’s go about the work of the day.” She reached out her hand again and this time, the man reached for it cautiously. She watched as he dusted himself, while looking at her with wide eyes. “Daylight’s burning, Jeffril. What are we going to do today?”
 
   The man swallowed hard. “You…you are my guest, my siege. I can’t expect you to slave away in the sun like a commoner.”
 
   Yoken smiled. “You obviously don’t know much about my past. I was raised much poorer than you. Now what needs to be done?”
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   The sound of soft rustling nearby roused Leander from her sleep and turned her head in the direction where the sound came from. She smiled when she saw the two kittens cajoling on a bale of hay. She rolled onto her side and groaned when she jarred her injured shoulder. Whatever potion was that Yoken was giving her, it was quite powerful. Not only did it knock her out, but was working incredibly, thus she almost forgot about her injured state.
 
   “Mommy says that you are the most beautiful woman in the world.”
 
   Leander gasped as she jerked herself in the direction of the voice. A small waiflike girl with dirty blonde hair and bright green eyes stood a few feet away, clutching a limp ragdoll to her chest. The girl blinked at her before she quickly averted her eyes.
 
   “She also warned me not to bother you,” the girl said quickly before she turned to leave.
 
   “No, wait!” Leander called out quickly before the girl had taken a few more steps. The thin shoulder stiffened, but the girl kept her back to Leander. “I won’t tell your mommy, if you don’t.” She rolled onto her uninjured shoulder and hoisted herself into a sitting position. She smiled when the movement rustled the bedding and she caught a whiff of Yoken’s scent. The warrior had slept next to her. Vague recollections of being carried to the makeshift chamber pot and being cuddled against a wide chest, surfaced. She could really get used to this new tender Yoken. She pushed the memories back and focused her attention on the girl. “What is your name?”
 
   The girl turned slowly, looking unsure. “Mommy told me to…”
 
   Leander smiled tenderly. “Then how about you tell me the name of your doll instead?”
 
   The girl brightened instantly. “Her name’s Lilia. My mommy said a beautiful girl needs a doll with a beautiful name.”
 
   “And she’s right, of course,” Leander gushed as she pushed herself into more comfortable position. “But I bet your name’s even prettier, because you’re so much prettier than Lilia.”
 
   The green eyes lit up and Leander was dazzled by their brilliance. “My name’s Efidy,” she offered softly and Leander nodded.
 
   “I knew it. It’s very pretty.” A soft blush crept up the sunken cheeks and utterly charmed, Leander wished she could wrap her arms around the girl. By the looks of Efidy, food was obvious a scarcity, yet this family were willing to share what little they had with them. She noticed that her prolonged silence was unnerving the girl. “My name’s Leander. It’s not as pretty as yours, but I’m used to it now.”
 
   The girl giggled and the sound wrapped warmed around Leander’s heart. Once, a very long time ago, she’d dreamt of having a baby girl of her own. But that was before she’d known that a man like Gladwan would enter and destroy her dream. It was a fortunate that even after all the times he’d come to her bed, his seed never caught. She doubted a brute like him could create something so pure. Instead, she had spent more time with the street urchins. Gladwan never really paid attention to her needs and wants and her love and nurturing of the unwanted orphans went unnoticed by him.
 
   Efidy squirmed under her perusal and before Leander could assure her, the girl turned and rushed out of the barn. Feeling the silence and frustration settling over her like a dark cloud, Leander sighed heavily. She was getting tired of lying around like this. She wanted to be out there, in the sun, listening to the sound of the birds. But she couldn’t. All she could do now, was lie here and wait for Yoken to come to her rescue.
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   Yoken stretched out and smiled. She could never understand how some people hated this kind of work. She simply loved it. She grew up working in the field, feeling the sun on her shoulders and tasting the dust on lips. This was what she missed the most as the Ruler of Armys. Maybe she could find a way to create a large orchard for Leander. Her gentle Queen would surely love to sit under a fig tree, gorging herself on the sweet fruits. Leander! She threw a quick glance over at Jeffril. The man was busy studying the hoof of the plough horse.
 
   “Jeffril, I need to see to the Queen for a moment. I’ll be back shortly.” At the men’s nod, she turned and with long strides made her way over to the barn.
 
   “Milord,” Jeffril called out and Yoken turned to him, only to reach for her dagger. A horse and rider were coming over the horizon; coming straight for them. She walked over to the nervous-looking Jeffril.
 
   “Were you expecting any visitors?” Her eyes narrowed to slits as she tried to make out the rider.
 
   “No, milord.” Jeffril wiped his sweaty brow. “I’ll deal with him quickly while you see to the Queen, milord.”
 
   “We’ll do it together.”
 
   Jeffril threw a disbelieving look at her. “It…it could be a trap, milord. You’ll be safer in the barn.”
 
   Yoken smiled down at the man. With every passing moment spent in the presence of the man, her respect for him grew by leaps and bounds. She placed her hand on his bony shoulder.
 
   “You’re a good man, Jeffril,” she said softly and watched the man sway under her touch. “Albeit prone to fainting spells.” The man blushed wildly and Yoken returned her attention to the rider. “If you don’t expect any visitors, then I believe he’s here for me.”
 
   As the rider came closer, she studied his bearing before she did the same to the horse. A slow smile crept over her face. When the rider was a few meters away, she sheathed her dagger. The man came to a stop before her and she nodded.
 
   “You couldn’t stay away now could you?” she taunted the man.
 
   Hulmer smiled. “The City is quiet without you. By the way, I brought you a gift.” He gestured for Yoken to step closer. Strapped against Hulmer, her sleeping face pressed into the warrior’s back, was Amani. Yoken’s spirits lifted at the sight of the girl.
 
   “She kept crying out for you until Rebecca ordered me to bring her to you.” Hulmer’s usually gruff voice was gentle. “She hasn’t been sleeping well and exhaustion finally claimed her on the ride over.”
 
   Eagerly, but gently, Yoken unstrapped the girl and caught her when Amani slid into her arms. “This is Jeffril, our host,” she said as she nodded in Jeffril’s direction. “This is my man, General Hulmer.”
 
   Jeffril, the ever perfect host, held out his hand for the reins, “Will you allow me to take care of your horse, General?”
 
   Hulmer smiled at the man. “How about I help you? Castile is a stubborn nag and might just try to bite off your ear.” As if she understood the slur, the horse bumped Hulmer shoulder. “See what I mean?”
 
   Together they made their way over to barn, with Jeffril and Hulmer stopping at the trough to water his horse. Yoken carried her precious cargo into the barn and came to a surprised halt when she was met by stormy grey eyes. The eyes fell on the girl and immediately lit up.
 
   “Is that Amani? But how did she get here?”
 
   Yoken gently laid the girl on the bed next to Leander. “Hulmer brought her.” She cupped the small cheek tenderly. “Apparently she was crying too much in our absence.”
 
   Leander leaned over and studied the girl’s face. “She seems to be exhausted.”
 
   “She wasn’t sleeping much either.” Yoken rose to her full height and studied Leander as the queen looked at the girl. She felt warm inside at the sight of the tender look on Leander’s face. “I need to return to the fields, but I need to take care of you first.”
 
   Leander looked up at her and Yoken blinked at the warm look in Leander’s eyes. “Thank you,” she said softly as she held out her uninjured arm to Yoken.
 
   Yoken was numbed from the overwhelming feelings coursing through her as she carefully lifted Leander in her arms and walked to the corner of the barn where the chamber pot was set.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Leander studied Yoken’s broad back as she finished her business on the chamber pot. Out of their own volition, her eyes trailed down the strong shoulder, down to the tapered waist before it came to rest on the well-shaped derriere. She felt her cheeks caught fire as she realized what she was doing. Not once, ever, did she feel the desire to ogle a man’s body. To her they had always been nothing but big, hairy brutes that used woman for their selfish and beastly pleasures. Gladwan proved her right and the more she found herself lying under his sweaty, rutting body, the more she came to despise men.
 
   But that was changing.
 
   What was it about this man, the self-proclaimed butcher, which made her look at him differently? See him differently? Was it not a day past that he had tortured her brother before her eyes and threatened to rape her? Accident or not, was he not the reason that she was injured like this?
 
   Then why were memories of him accompanied by warmth in her chest. Why was it that his scent made her smile involuntarily? What was it that she could notice his striking physique and felt a strange tingling down there?
 
   She was surely going mad. Maybe she had hit her head severely during the accident and was now addlebrained enough to crave the nearness of this man. What kind of woman would consider spreading her legs for a man, whom she knew held her brother hostage? Had she become the one thing Gladwan had accused her of? A frigid whore draped in expensive baubles and silks.
 
   A sob tore loose from inside and before she could stop it, spilled over her lips and echoed in the silence around them. In a flash, Yoken was kneeling next to her, his dark eyes wide with concern as he cradled her face between his callous hands as he searched her eyes.
 
   “Where are you hurting?”
 
   Leander tried to turn her face away, but he gently held her still with is gentle eyes and his tender palms. More tears trickled down her face as she sat on a chamber pot, transfixed by this strange man’s nearness.
 
   “I’m a whore,” she mumbled softly and watched as raw shock replaced concern.
 
   “No.” Yoken shook his head adamantly. “You’re not a whore.”
 
    Leander swallowed hard and closed her eyes, locking him out. “Not yet, but I will be one soon.” She opened her eyes and more tears fell. “My brother has suffered at your hand and is most probably held in a dungeon at the Palace, and even then, I look at you…wonder about you. Is that not a depraved act?” She reached out and pushed his hands away from her. “Your unexpected gentleness is disconcerting.”
 
   Yoken stared at her unblinkingly, his handsome face blank. After a long pregnant silence, he spoke.
 
   “You’re not a whore and you’ll never be one for as long as I live.” He used his thumbs to wipe at her wet cheeks. “I’ll be your King, your protector, your champion and your friend. But I won’t be your lover unless you really want me to be.” Yoken’s eyes were dark with an unnamed emotion. “Now, are you done?”
 
   Leander raised a shaky hand to the sunburned cheek. “I’m done.”
 
   She allowed Yoken to help her to the bed. She lay in silence as he wet a cloth in the basin and began to bathe her face. She lay there, looking at him caring for her.
 
   Yoken didn’t know it yet, but she did.
 
   She was a whore, for even after all had been said between them, she burned even hotter for this warrior. This was the beginning of a losing battle for her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken took a long draught from the wineskin before passing it on to Hulmer. After the long hard backbreaking work in the field, they were sitting in the shallow pool of the river, doing their utmost best to get drunk. As a matter of fact, Yoken was. She didn't know about Hulmer. Nor was she going to acknowledge the measuring looks her old friend was throwing her way.
 
   “I must say it was fun to work the field again. It's almost like we're back home,” Hulmer said as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
 
   Yoken grinned as she reached for the wineskin. “Armys is home to me now.”
 
   “And what about Dolex and your father?”
 
   Yoken drank deep and long. “Hildor, you and the others are with me. My home is where my family is.”
 
   They sat in companion silence, listening to the night sounds surrounding them. The water was nice and mellow after the heat of the day and Yoken savoured the feeling of her muscles relaxing under the gentle liquid massage. She should bring Leander here. It's been a while since the woman had a good bath and would surely love the chance to do so.
 
   “You've changed.”
 
   Yoken turned to look at Hulmer. The warrior's face was dimly lit by the moonlight, but not enough for Yoken to see the expression on his face. She probably didn't need to anyway. Hulmer was a man of few words, but he rarely, if ever, kept something hidden when it bothered him.
 
   “For the better or not?” Yoken took the offered wineskin, weighing its contents. More than half of the wine was gone, and yet she still didn't feel the effects.
 
   “I don't know,” Hulmer said softly and scratched his beard. “I've seen the Queen's injuries.”
 
   Yoken sighed deeply as she handed the wineskin to Hulmer. Her hand dipped under the water to touch the tender wound on her thigh. Since that fateful night, she'd made it a point to ignore the pain in her thigh. It was, after all, because of this damned wound that Leander got injured. “It was an accident. The wound was plaguing me and I left the tent to tend to it.” She closed her eyes. She'll probably never remember exactly what happened that night, but she'll never forget the aftermath. Flashes of Leander's broken body still haunted her. “The pain caused me to pass out and when I came by, I found Leander. She…she must've heard me and came to check up on me and I…”
 
   Hulmer cleared his throat. “No need to go any further, Yoken.” He took a drink and passed the wineskin to Yoken, who reached out for it almost desperately. “I know how much you love her. It was stupid of me to think that you would hurt her like that.”
 
   When Yoken pulled the wineskin from her lips, it was considerably lighter. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “It hurts to see her like that and know that I did that to her.” She passed the wineskin on and hoisted her bulk out of the water. “I need to go back. Leander might need help with Amani.”
 
   Hulmer followed suit. “That cherub hadn't slept a wink for two days straight; I doubt she'd be awake by now.”
 
   “Well, let's go find out.”
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   “Is she a princess?”
 
   Leander smiled as she looked from Efidy's round eyes to the slumbering Amani. Her heart clenched at the sight of the dark circles around Amani's eyes. The girl must've been extremely exhausted. She tenderly ran a finger down the pale cheek. This child had formed an instant attachment to one of the most brutal men in the kingdom and it was obvious that Yoken felt the same way about the girl. That alone made her Yoken's ward.
 
   “Yes, she is,” Leander said softly, believing every word.
 
   “Is she sick? Why's she sleeping so long?”
 
   “She missed milord and had difficulty sleeping without having him around. But she'll be fine in the morning, I promise.”
 
   Efidy looked doubtful for a moment before she shrugged and clutched Lilia tighter against her chest. “She can play with Lilia when she gets well. Mommy always says that having a friend with you when you feel ill, makes you get better quicker.”
 
   “Your mommy's a smart woman.” Soon after Yoken had bathed her and fed her breakfast, he had returned to the field, but had asked Raith to keep her company in the meantime. The thoughtful gesture had brought tears to her eyes, which she had struggled to keep from the soft-spoken woman. They had immediately launched into a conversation about children, seen as there were now two to take care of. It was evident that Raith loved her small family a lot and was harbouring hopes of extending it one day. After a delicious lunch of stew and bread, Raith had announced that she needed to see to her house chores. Alone, Leander had stretched out next to the sleeping girl, replaying her conversation with their gracious hostess. For the first time in a very long while, she had fantasized about being a mother. She didn't know if Yoken wanted any kids, but she was going to do everything in her power to be part of Amani's life. She was going to raise this child with Yoken and love her like her own.
 
   Efidy moved closer to the bed and the movement jarred Leander from her thoughts.
 
   “What's her name?”
 
   “Amani,” Leander offered softly.
 
   Efidy smiled brightly. “Her name's also pretty.”
 
   Footsteps outside the barn made them both glance at the entrance. They came to a stop before they could see the newcomer.
 
   “My apologies, your Majesty. It's time for Efidy to turn in.”
 
   Leander smiled. She liked the man a lot. Raith had spoken about him with so much warmth and adoration. Even now, Efidy's faced had lit up at the sound of her father's voice.
 
   “I'm coming, father,” Efidy called out and ran off to meet her father. The two chatted animatedly as they left the barn.
 
   Amani rolled over next to her and Leander bit down on her lip. Efidy's eagerness to meet up with her father had managed to accomplish what a whole afternoon of talking between her and Efidy could not. The movement behind the closed lids was a sign that the girl was waking up. Long, dark eyelashes fluttered before drowsy blue eyes met hers. The girl stiffened slightly before she surged into Leander's arms. No words were spoken as they held on to each other. Leander ignored the excruciating pain as she curled her healing arm around the slender body.
 
   “It's good to see you again, Little Princess,” she said after a while and held the girl at an arms breadth. “You've not been taking care of yourself in our absence.”
 
   Amani smiled shyly and leaned into Leander. “You were gone for long.”
 
   “Sorry about that.” She kissed the fragrant hair. It was a relief to know the girl had been cared for in their absence. “I fell from my horse and couldn't make the journey to the Palace. Milord stayed with me.”
 
   Amani pushed back and looked up at Leander. “Yoken? Where is Yoken?”
 
   “Milord will join us momentarily. It's almost time for supper. Are you hungry?”
 
   The blonde head nodded vigorously just as her stomach growled loudly, causing Leander to chuckle delightfully.
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   Yoken studied the spot carefully, before she looked at Hulmer. The man was balancing the wineskin and his bedroll.
 
   “Are you sure you're going to sleep here?” she asked slowly. “There is a great chance that some desperate wild animal might drag your sorry carcass away.”
 
   Hulmer laughed deeply. “Not a chance of that happening. My hide's too tough.”
 
   “You could join us in the barn. There's more than enough space for us all, instead of you sleeping outside the barn door.”
 
   “I would rather not intrude on your family time,” Hulmer said as he dumped the bedroll at his feet.
 
   Yoken blinked at him. Family. She'd never thought of them like that. She wasn't married to Leander…yet. Nor had they discussed adopting Amani. Even without all these procedures, Hulmer had called them a family.
 
   “Are you okay, milord?” Hulmer was staring at her anxiously.
 
   “You're right, you know,” Yoken said carefully.
 
   Hulmer scratched his beard. “About what, milord?”
 
   Yoken slapped him on the shoulder. “We are a family.”
 
   It was Hulmer's turn to blink at Yoken. “Of course you're a family. Did anyone imply otherwise?”
 
   Yoken chuckled. “No, no one would dare. Now let's go get supper.”
 
   The barn was quiet when, a few minutes later, Yoken entered. Her arms were filled with bread, cheese, cured ham and a carafe of fresh milk. She gently placed the foodstuff on a nearby bale before she rounded the corner. Her breath caught at the sight that greeted her eyes.
 
   Leander was leaning against the barn wall, her eyes closed. Nestled against her chest was the small body of Amani. Yoken stood for a long while, etching the tender scene on her mind. As a warrior, she hadn't had many beautiful memories to take into battle with her. There was nothing concrete to ground her when in the aftermath, she stripped off her blood-soaked garb and rinsed the stench of death from her body. The butchering always left her morose afterwards, causing her to wander the camp alone. Her men well-aware of her state of mind, had left her alone to expunge the demons before she joined them at the fire to sit in quiet contemplation.
 
   Come the next battle, she would rank among a few of her men who were lucky enough to have tender memories of loved ones to cast off the dark, bloody scenes and restore their souls.
 
   “She's very hungry, but dozed off again.”
 
   Yoken, startled at the sound of Leander's voice, found the Queen looking back at her. She nodded quickly and went to collect their supper and placed it on the bed. With deft skill she used her dagger to slice up the ham and cheese, all the while acutely aware of Leander's grey eyes on her. Once done, she carefully slipped behind Leander allowing the woman to rest against her chest.
 
   “We'll have to rouse her,” she said as she reached over and broke off a piece of bread which she handed to Leander.
 
   “I concur, milord.” Yoken watched as Leander gently rocked Amani's shoulder. “It's time to eat something, little one. Come on, open your eyes.” Amani mumbled in her sleep and burrowed deeper into Leander's body. “Come on, sweeting, Yoken is here.”
 
   Blue eyes fluttered open almost immediately. “Yoken?”
 
   “Yes, I'm here.” Amani sat up so fast, jostling Leander and causing the Queen the gasp softly. “Easy there. The Queen's injured.”
 
   Amani raised worried eyes to Leander and mumbled a quick ‘sorry' before she proceeded to climb over Leander to get to Yoken. She slid her arms around Yoken's neck and held on tightly, almost cutting off her air supply.
 
   “You took long getting back to me,” the girl muttered in a broken whisper and if even possible tightened her hold further. “I thought you weren't coming back again.”
 
   “Oh, little darling, I made a promise and I always keep my promises,” Yoken whispered back. Amani pulled back and Yoken smiled into the misty blue eyes. “You're not fully rested yet, but before you doze off again, you need to dine with us first.”
 
   A sloppy kiss to her cheek was the only sign of affirmation and Yoken was fine with it. She settled Amani on Leander's lap and reaching for the plate with the sliced ham and cheese, began to feed her family. She watched as both Leander and Amani ate hungrily, in between sips of cool milk and smiled inwardly.
 
   Who would've thought that just being herself, could bring her so much joy and fulfilment? Truth be told; she rather liked this Yoken too.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   The night was loud, set alight by the shards of moonlight seeping through the canopy of tall trees. To Leander, this was the most beautiful sight in such a long time. As Yoken carried her deeper into the night, his strides long, strong and sure, she relaxed in his arms, allowing nature to woo her. It was a cool night, compared to the heat of the barn during the day. She inhaled deeply of the crisp air and sighed softly. This was absolute heaven. The moment in itself was priceless. She wondered if she would ever experience this boundless feeling of freedom and delight again. Even then she would seize this very moment and worry about the future later.
 
   She lifted her eyes to Yoken's face and under the veil of dim light of the moon studied him. He was handsome, young and strong. And yet so wrong for her. She was probably a good ten summers older than him, which made her way too old for him. Yet, he stuck around, courted her. It was as obvious as daylight that he would grow tired of her one day soon, were she to allow him to her bed, and seek out the supple body of a much younger woman. Why not spare them both the effort of growing attached to each other only to hurt one another later?
 
   “We're here,” Yoken announced suddenly, jarring her back to the present.
 
   That was when she heard it. Her head swung in the direction where the sound was the strongest.
 
   A river.
 
   “I thought you would enjoy a swim to counter the heat of the day.” Yoken gently placed her on a rock. “You don't have to disrobe, but I need to remove my boots if I have to carry you in there.”
 
   Sitting on the rock, Leander's eyes greedily took in the moonlit stream. How did he know? She didn't once hint that she needed a bath. She felt her cheeks burning. Maybe it was his way of telling her that she was beginning to smell. With his next words, Yoken instantly dispelled her fears.
 
   “I was here earlier with Hulmer and found it incredibly soothing. I thought you could do with a little relaxing.”
 
   After their supper, they had patiently answered all Amani's question about their whereabouts and Leander's accident, until the girl had begun to fade. She had watched with stunned admiration as Yoken had calmly walked over to the luggage parcels and with practiced skill, had changed the girl into her nightdress. Amani had tried valiantly to stay awake, but was no match for the soothing rocking motions of Yoken's arms. Even now, recalling that moment, the warrior's tender ministrations was still as baffling as the first time she had witnessed it. She'll never understand how someone who could wield a sword with such deadly exactness and skill, exhibit such unexpected raw tenderness. Before she could process what she'd just witnessed, Yoken had asked her if she would like to go for a walk. He had stood beside the bed, his large hands still tucking in the softly snoring girl.
 
   “It's a nice night out. Would you like some fresh air?”
 
   Not taking time to consider, she had simply pushed herself up from where she was lying on the bed. She had witnessed a small smile on Yoken's face as he had leaned over and gathered her up in his strong arms. She could get used to this man and his unusual tenderness.
 
   “Are you ready?” Leander snapped to attention as Yoken towered over her. “There are a few shallow pools near here.” He bent over and lifted her in his arms. They waded into the shallows to where a few boulders rose from the river. “You'll be safe over here,” Yoken muttered as he deposited her in the cradle of the boulders.
 
   Leander gasped as the cool water engulfed her, plastering her thin shift against her body. All in all the sensation was absolutely divine. She sank deeper into the water until it covered her breasts. If only she could go deeper to wash her hair too. She chanced a shy look at Yoken and found him staring down at her.
 
   “I'll be waiting for you on the shore,” he said, turning to leave.
 
   “Milord,” Leander called out softly and Yoken turned back to face her. “Could you perhaps help me rinse my hair?” Hearing the words out loud, Leander couldn't help but giggle. She'd just asked a dangerous warlord to wash her hair. The thought was too absurd to comprehend and her mirth grew. Only once she had brought her laughter under control, did she look up to find Yoken looking down at her, his hands on his hips.
 
   “What, pray tell, do you find so amusing? Do you perhaps think I'm not up to the task?”
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   Yoken gently rolled over onto her back and listened as both Leander and Amani protested at the movement. Yawning widely, she pushed her fingers through her hair. The activities of the day had been quite exhausting, but that was not what kept the sweet oblivion of sleep away. The day had been exceptionally taxing on her injured thigh. Kneeling in the shallow pool to wash Leander's hair, had pulled the scabs forming over the wound and with it, a demon-like pain was causing her leg to throb. She glanced at Leander, who was lying on her side facing him. Amani was sandwiched between the two of them. The bath had fully relaxed Leander and she fell asleep almost instantly after having taken care of her nightly rituals.
 
    Yoken looked at the sleeping brunette to her heart's content, now that the woman was unaware of her inspection. Leander was as beautiful as the first day she'd seen her at the market place. Yes, there were subtle changes. She didn't laugh as often as she did back then and it showed in the faint frown lines of her forehead. But she laughed earlier tonight. The rich, carefree sound had rooted Yoken to the spot as she looked in awe at the beautiful creature, lounging in the moonlit-kissed water. Every sense of her body had come alive instantly. Emotions, familiar and foreign, had pounded through her as she enjoyed the moment. As a matter fact all those same sensations were stirring to life as she lay there looking at her Queen. This will probably be the only time Leander would allow her so close to her. She was sure that once the other women found out about her secret, she would shun Yoken. The thought of Leander looking at her with anything akin to disgust was too much for Yoken to stomach and she quickly swung her feet off their makeshift bed. With her back to her sleeping companions, she sat in silence, trying to stifle the abject sadness and fear threatening to suffocate her.
 
   “Yoken?”
 
   She stiffened at the sound of the sleepy voice. Yoken took a moment to school her features into a tender smile before she turned to Amani. The girl reached out and fastening her hand in Yoken's shirt; pulled herself up in a seated position.
 
   “What are you doing awake, little one?” Yoken asked as she tenderly ran her large hand over the girl's head.
 
   “I don't know. Why are you still awake?”
 
   Yoken smiled at the quick reversal. “I have to watch over you and the Queen, sweeting. You're both very important to me.”
 
   That earned her a puzzled look. “You love me?”
 
   “Of course I do. What is there not to love?”
 
   Amani leaned closer and pressed closer to Yoken. “People in the village used to say scary things about you.” She looked up at Yoken. “But they don't know you.”
 
   Yoken's eyebrow shot up. The child was so much more mature than she initially thought. She brushed her lips over the soft, fragrant hair. “Yes, my love, not many people know me as you do.”
 
   “Does it not hurt you when people say those things about you?”
 
   She blinked at the child. She'd never really asked herself that question before. All that always mattered to her was to keep Hildor and her men safe and win Leander's heart. What people thought of her never really bothered her.
 
   “I've never been bothered with what people thought or said about me. It was never important to me. They fear me and that's all I know.”
 
   “What about your family?”
 
   Yoken shook her head. “I only have Hildor now. My mother died when I was two years old. Our father is still alive, but has a new wife and a new family.” Amani's mouth fell open, but Yoken quickly continued. “No, I don't care much what they think about me either.”
 
   Amani yawned heartily and stretched her arms over her head. “And the Queen?”
 
   The change in focus was so utterly unexpected, causing Yoken to throw a quick glance at the still sleeping woman. “What about the Queen?”
 
   “Do you care what she thinks about you?”
 
   Yoken felt an unaccustomed heat rising from her neck to settle in her cheeks. How to answer such a loaded question? She glanced at Leander, studying her rising and falling chest. They'd been whispering for the duration of their conversation, but there's no telling if Leander was in fact awake and simply faking sleep. She sighed deeply, resigned.
 
   “Yes, I care what she thinks about me.” She gently manoeuvred Amani so she was lying back. “But she needs time to get to know me well enough and to trust me.” She covered Amani with the blanket. “In the meantime, she only knows what she's experienced with me and what people are saying about me.”
 
   Amani stifled another yawn. “She loves you. I think she knows you as I know you.”
 
   Unexpected tears welled up in Yoken's eyes, causing her to blink a few times to stall their eagerness to escape down her cheeks. She would give everything for that to be true. She leaned over and placed a kiss on the girl's crown.
 
   “From your lips to the gods' ears, little angel,” she whispered into the girl's hair. “Now sleep so you can help me in the field tomorrow.”
 
   Still reeling from the emotional mill Amani had unwittingly put her through; Yoken walked over to her saddlebag and removed the ointment. She threw a last glance at the sleeping woman before she left the barn, an uneasy sense of déjà vu settling over her.
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   Leander waited until Yoken's footsteps had died away before her eyes opened. It had been the hardest thing for Leander to do to remain still and regulate her breathing as she had listened in on the whispered conversation. Yoken's honesty in answering Amani's questions were admirable. She had grown up in a family who loved each other and wasn't shy to show it. However, the norm in their household was to not burden the young with serious matters. Ingram and herself were shielded from most of the issues that others like Amani and Yoken had to live through as young children. No wonder they were so drawn to each other. They share a common past, although with the love and attention Amani received from Yoken, the girl would be definitely much better off than Yoken.
 
   Amani rolled over and was now facing Leander. For a moment they stared at each other before Amani rolled closer until she was lying with her back pressed against Leander. Leander, instinctively, pressed her lips to Amani's cheek. There was something infinitely special about this child and she was going to grow up to become a spectacular woman. Hooking her healthy arm around the small body, she followed the girl into sleep. Tomorrow will be long enough to process the short, insightful conversation she'd overheard.
 
   It felt like she'd only closed her eyes for a few minutes when she was startled to wakefulness. She blinked in surprise at the large hazel eyes studying her intently. The kitten meowed softly as it made the short trip from her stomach to her face where it brushed its furry body against her cheek.
 
   “To what do I owe the pleasure of your company, beautiful one?”
 
   The kitten purred as it rubbed its head into her neck and Leander chuckled. This was not such a bad way to be roused from sleep. She looked next to her and found the Amani was already up. As if on cue, a shrill squeal rang out causing Leander to surge out of bed. The sudden movement startled the kitten and with a squeak it jumped for safety. Ignoring the throbbing pain in her arm, Leander looked around, helplessly.
 
   Amani was in danger and she couldn't get to her. Yoken would be devastated if something were to happen to the child. That was when she spotted it. Resting against the other side of the bed was a crudely carved crutch. She swore it wasn't there last night when they returned from the river. The only rational explanation could be that Yoken had left it there after his long absence from their bed last night. She didn't know when or if Yoken even came back to bed.
 
   She leaned over the bed and reached for it. As she rose, she tested the sturdiness of the crutch and when satisfied that it would hold her weight, she hobbled to the entrance of the barn. The blazing light, after her long stay in the dimly lit barn, blinded her momentarily. Another squeal sounded and this time, she pushed passed the uncomfortable light.
 
   What she saw made her stare in astonishment.
 
   Amani was safe.
 
   The girl was running like a field nymph with a hulking Yoken pursuing her. When Yoken's long strides caught up with the short legs, the warrior swung the girl up in his arms to the girl's delight. Another small body jumped around Yoken, her thin arms waving in the air. Yoken quickly reached down and scooped a giggling Efidy up in her other arm.
 
   “Milord is great with children. They seem to be quite taken by him.”
 
   Leander jumped slightly at the unexpected voice and turned to find Raith leaning against the barn. The woman's voice held awe as she looked from Yoken to Leander.
 
   “If I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I doubt I would've believed it.”
 
   Sharing the exact same sentiment, Leander could only nod.
 
   “I was about to bring you breakfast, milady. Would you care to dine out here this morning?”
 
   “Yes, Raith. Thank you.”
 
   The woman dragged a bale of hay over and gently helped Leander take a seat. When the woman scurried off, Leander returned her attention to the field where Yoken and the two girls were in the process of seeding two rows simultaneously. The two girls dropped seeds in a hole and Yoken, following behind them, covering up the seeds.
 
   After close to an hour of toiling in the sun, Yoken carried two pouting girls over to where she was seated.
 
   “Could you keep an eye on these two for a while, milady? Too much sun could not be good for them.” He turned to the pouting girls. “You can help me again later, but only when it’s not too hot.”
 
   They nodded, but refused to look at Yoken. Leander took it as her cue to step in. “Why don't you tell me what you've been doing in the field. I seemed like a very important task.”
 
   The girls immediately lit up as they began to regal her with tales of their seeding expertise. Leander listened carefully to each of them, but found her eyes drawn to the quiet man leaning against the barn, drinking from a water skin. With a quick smile at her, Yoken returned to the field, not knowing that the eager grey eyes were following every move of her body.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken struggled hard to not fidget as she stood silently, patiently. Another sniff sounded and she bit down on her lip. Truth be told, she too felt Leander's grief. Not even when she left their farm and their father to take up with rebels, did she feel so strongly about saying goodbye. After a week, Jeffril and his small family had begun to feel like old friends. Their stay at the dusty little farm had been carefree and enjoyable. Amani had found a true friend in Edify, as did Leander in Raith. After days of working side by side in the field, Jeffril had quickly become a friend and drinking companion, albeit a severely inexperienced one. She would truly miss this magical place. It would not be easy to leave this comfortable period for what she didn't know would wait for them once they were back at the Palace.
 
   Leander stepped out of Raith's embrace and bend down to kiss a teary-eyed Efidy. “No need for tears, little one. The Palace is but few hours ride from here. You can come visit us anytime you like.” After the child's nod, Leander turned to Raith. “I hope you'll consider our invitation and come for a visit soon. We could never thank you enough for your hospitality and friendship.”
 
   “Thank you, milady.”
 
   Leander's injuries have healed well over the week, but her arm was still in a sling and she still treaded gingerly on her ankle. It would be safer for Leander to ride with her. Yoken waited for Leander at the horse and effortlessly hoisted the brunette onto the horse. As on their journey over here, Amani was strapped to Hulmer's back.
 
   With a final wave to their former hosts, they took off. They had ridden in silence for a few minutes when a soft sniff came from Amani. Leander's head snapped around.
 
   “Let me see her, milord.” Yoken immediately slowed her horse, so they were tailing Hulmer. Amani's tearstained face was pressed against Hulmer's back and sad eyes were staring back at them. “Oh darling,” Leander cooed softly. “We'll see them again very soon.”
 
   Amani pushed away from Hulmer's back and held out her arms. Yoken leaned over and accepted the small body. After a brief hug from Yoken, the girl climbed over her and with a lot of manoeuvring, wiggled herself into Leander's arms. Time stood still as the two held each other. Yoken met Hulmer's eyes over Leander's head. His eyes, she could see, said the same thing she believed at that moment.
 
   This truly was her family.
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   It was already dusk when they reached crossed over the horizon and saw the flickering lights of Limos. Due to the heavy load of Yoken's horse, they had travelled much slower than they would under different circumstances. Leander's eyes burnt at the sight of her home. Was it not a couple of months ago when the sight of Limos had filled her with dread and a supposed blood-thirsty warlord had waited within the walls of the Great City for her? That day felt like many moons ago. Yes, the sight still brought slight memories of pain considering the experiences she'd lived through before, but at that moment it was a different kind of sadness that filled her heart.
 
   This was the ending of what had been a strangely idyllic experience with Yoken. The moment they enter the walls, Yoken will revert back to the Lord and Master of the land. She would be lucky if she saw Yoken during the day because his duties, as before, would take him from Leander for many hours a day. At the end of the day, they would retire to their separate chambers in different wings of the palace. Her heart sunk at the thought. She would miss the presence of the comfortable warmth against her back at night; the sound of the strong heartbeat under her ear and the intoxicating smell which lulled her to sleep for the past week. Knowing that this would be the last time she would be so close to Yoken, she held the sleeping frame of Amani closer as she leaned back against Yoken's broad chest. At least she'll have the dark, quiet nights to relive each and every moment of their time together.
 
   “Are you okay? Is the arm bothering you? Amani must be getting heavy.”
 
   Leander shuddered lightly as Yoken's breath caressed her ear. “You are holding us both upright, milord; I should be the one asking you.”
 
   Yoken chuckled softly, causing small vibrations to shoot through her body due to their close proximity. “I'm fine, milady. I've done much more strenuous things in my life.”
 
   As soon as the words were out, they both stiffened. Leander could very well image what kind of strenuous activities Yoken was referring to. As if on cue Ingram's words rang through her mind.
 
   Your mourning period ended today and he will come sniffing between your legs soon. The ferocious appetite of your new soon to be husband is quite well-known. He is an insatiable beast who has taken every whore from here to Hemet.
 
   Yoken would tire of her eventually, which she knew. Even her father, for all his admirable morals and principles, had strayed more than a few times. She'd heard the stories of his escapades amongst the servant girls. It had not seemed to have bothered her mother. On the contrary, when she had approached her mother on the eve of her betrothal to Gladwan, beseeching her to ask her father to call off the event, her mother had looked her straight in the eye. The look was one of sadness and acceptance.
 
   “Remember this and remember it well. Love is a noble notion that troubadours sell to fill their bellies with food and drink. Don't go looking for a piece of meat amidst a starving pack of wolves. Take what is on offer and turn a blind eye to what is offered to others. He will always come back to you.”
 
   She slowly leaned forward, putting distance between her and Yoken's body. She would never settle for a marriage like that again. If need be, she would find a way to the Perpetual Sisters of Mercy. Whatever this was she already felt for Yoken was too strong for her to envision him in the bed of another woman. She would rather choose the bland, monotonous life of a cleric to the heartache she knew she would spare herself.
 
   She was jerked from her morose thoughts by Hulmer's booming laughter. Amani jerked awake and looked around wildly. Leander cooed softly, her lips brushing over the small forehead. The girl gave her a small smile before she closed her eyes again. When she raised narrowed eyes at Hulmer, the big man gave her an apologetic smile.
 
   “My apologies, milady. I couldn't contain my mirth at what Yoken had just said.” He shook his shaggy head, his eye bright with merriment. “On our way back from one of our many battles we came across an elderly couple on their barren farm. The man, poor fellow, had trouble convincing his stubborn wife to move to the village lest they starved to death. After a few hours of reasoning by me, the lady looked more than determined not to move. Without much fanfare, Yoken stepped in, swung the woman in his arms and carried her a good two kilometers from the farm. Since it was already too dark to return to her home alone, the woman finally caved in and followed her husband to the nearby village.”
 
   Amusement and relief soaked through her as she turned her head to look at Yoken. The warrior gave her a shy smile.
 
   “He's one to talk,” Yoken said softly. “I had to carry his heavy carcass for over 10 kilometers once to find a healer. I thought my arms would fall off that time.”
 
   Hulmer shrugged. “That you did. And you saved my life and that of many others that day.”
 
   There was a short melancholic silence that Leander didn't want to break. How come none of Yoken's selfless deeds had reached the masses as her brutal ones did? She knew the answer to that, but felt it was terrible shame. A warlord was feared and respected for their brutal acts, but the kind man she had gotten to learn these past days, was not the brutal killer his reputation painted him out to be.
 
   With a soft sigh, she leaned back against Yoken and smiled when she felt him pressing closer to her too.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Hildor came to his feet and raised his goblet.
 
   “Limos sparkle again now that its esteemed leader has returned. Let's drink to that,” he slurred slightly. He threw himself back into the seat and grinned at Yoken. “It's really good to have you back.”
 
   Yoken snorted as she lifted her goblet. “By the looks of you, I wonder if there's any ale left in the cellar.” She took a drink. “I know you have a hard head, but is it sensible for you to drink after your ordeal?”
 
   Hildor threw his head back. “I've seen you drink while your intestines cooled in the breeze. I doubt a small knock would curb my love for drink.”
 
   Yoken cringed inwardly at Hildor's words. She remembered that particular injury well and truth be told, it was the only time she was really scared. As she healed, she was tormented by feverish dreams of Leander slipping away, out of touch. Every day when she opened her eyes, she promised herself to live one more day and another until she could rise from her sickbed and wash the stink of near-death from her body. Leander had brought her back to life, like all those other times before.
 
   “So, tell me where you were and what you did?” Hildor filled his cup again and took a healthy swallow.
 
   Yoken shrugged. “We caught up with the kidnappers, as you well know.”
 
   “Yes, I do. What I don't understand, is why one of the captors is recuperating in one of the palace wings and not down in the dungeons with the others?” Hildor's voice held an edge of anger. “After all did he not try to steal your Queen?”
 
   Yoken studied her brother closely. He was still the same boy she left behind, but something was a little different. She placed her goblet on the table. The evening meal had been served and only a few warriors remained in the hall; most of them out of earshot. She reached for a slice of meat and nibbled on it.
 
   “I love you, brother and I will love you forever,” she said quietly. Hildor, in the act of taking a sip, blinked at her. “I never had reason not to and there will never be a reason for as long as I live.” She took a sip from her cup, sensing Hildor's confusion. “But there was a time that I was completely envious of you. You had what I had craved with my whole being.”
 
   “What are you talking about, Yoken?” Hildor swallowed hard, his eyes intense.
 
   Yoken continued as if she hadn't heard his question. “You had her confidence. She laughed when she was with you and she always sought you out.” When she looked at Hildor again, it was to find him staring down at the table, his jaw set in harsh line. “Will you ever be confidants again?”
 
   There was long silence, but it didn't bother Yoken much. At least he was still seated and that was a good sign. Hildor wasn't someone who rushed into serious conversation. He raised his eyes and she saw anger and defeat.
 
   “She conspired to leave you after everything you've done for her.”
 
   “I know, but she had her reasons, little brother. I only wished I had understood that earlier.”
 
   Hildor look at her with disbelief. “What are you saying? Are you forgiving her for leaving with another man? Is that it?” He drank deep from his goblet as Yoken contemplated his face. “I was foolish enough to think she would trust and come to like you at least. But she left me there, injured and now you treat her kidnapper like some noble guest.”
 
   “Which he is, Hildor,” she said firmly. “He's her brother.”
 
   Hildor cocked his head to the side, his eyes wide in shock. “Her brother? But…but… How?” He stared at Yoken for a long while and Yoken saw immediately when the anger began to dissipate. “Why didn't she say so?”
 
   Yoken shrugged. “I don't know. We haven't spoken about it yet.”
 
   “You were alone with her for a week and you haven't confronted her.” He scratched his beard. “Do you mean to tell me that there wasn't time to talk or…” His mouth fell open making him look extremely comical.
 
   “No, we didn't talk about it nor did we do what you're thinking.”
 
   Hildor shook his head in disbelief. “Then what did you do?”
 
   “I wooed her.”
 
   Hildor blinked. “You wooed her? How? Why?” He drained his goblet and stared at her for a moment. “When you left here, everyone thought you were ready to kill her and when you didn't return immediately, we thought that you did.”
 
   “I wanted to and I nearly did. But I'll leave her to tell you all about that.”
 
   Hildor snorted. “You think you can trick me into talking to her, don't you?”
 
   Yoken shrugged again. “You are an inquisitive young man, Hildor. I know you want to know what transpired between us.” She rose to her feet. “I won't tell you, but she might. I'm tired and will go to bed now.”
 
   She made her way from the hall down the candle-lit hallway to come to a stop before a door. She hadn't lied when she had told Hildor that she was tired, but she knew that sleep would elude her tonight. Upon their return, Leander had been whisked away by her servants not to be seen for the rest of the evening. Knowing that Leander would like to keep her condition private, Yoken had not requested her presence. Now she berated herself for not having done so. If only she could just gaze upon Leander's face for a moment, she could take the image to bed with her.
 
   She sighed deeply and looked around. It was very late and most of the servants had retired for the night. It would be unbecoming to find the king, loitering outside the queen's chambers like a randy youth. With slumped shoulders, she forced her feet to lead her away from the door and down the hallway, destination her own chamber.
 
   Could it be that a few measly nights on a bed of straw, had rendered her so dependent on Leander? What, heaven forbid, would happen were they to consummate their liaison? Not that she thought it would happen. She had made a promise to Leander and she will keep her word.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
   Leander smiled at the guard as she pushed the double doors open and entered. Her eyes immediately fell on the occupant on the bed and made her way over to the bed. Grey eyes flickered open, blinked and focused before it filled with recognition. But that was fleeting as ice cold rage bled the grey eyes of color, leaving it almost see-through.
 
   “Did he do that to you?”
 
   “Yes and no,” Leander muttered as she walked around the bed to sit next to her brother. Even in his current situation with both his arms sticking out in casts, he looked well. “How're you feeling?”
 
   Ingram's eyes flashed in anger. “Don't try to change the subject, Leander. Did he hit you?”
 
   Sighing, she shrugged. “It was an accident. I crept up on him and he lashed out without knowing that it was me.” She watched as anger burned deep in her brother's eyes, spilling over to stain his cheeks dark red. “It would not serve you well to give yourself a heart attack, Ingram. It was an accident. He apologized and I forgave him.”
 
   Ingram pursed his lips. “Why did you do that? Or maybe he was jammed so deep inside you that he scrambled your brains.”
 
   Leander saw red and only came to her senses again when she felt the unexpected stinging in her palm. She looked from her palm to Ingram's rapidly reddening cheek. He was blinking back at her in shock.
 
   “If you ever, ever talk to me like that again, I'll make sure to get someone to break both your legs too.” She rose from the bed and made her way to the door. “You speak to me like I'm some common whore, which I'm not, and until you apologize to me properly, I won't come back to see you.”
 
   She slipped out of the door and waited until she was far away from the guards before she let the tears fall. Was it not enough that she already struggled inwardly with her own morals? Ingram should've known better than to spew such vulgarities her way. She rounded a corner and gasped in shock when she walked straight into a solid body. Before she lifted her eyes to see who it was, her body and senses already woke to the identity of the human wall.
 
   Since returning to the city, she had been locked up in her room with Rebecca inspecting every inch of Leander's body before she scrubbed Leander in warm soapy bath. It had felt wonderful to soak in a warm bath, but all she could think about was the sponge baths Yoken had administered the past week. His big hands were not as skillful as Rebecca's, but they didn't lack in tenderness. She felt the big hands on her shoulders, but refused to budge when Yoken tried to hold her back so he could see her face. Instead, she leaned further into his body, inhaling his unique scent. She knew exactly when Yoken realized her need to be held, for his hands dropped from her shoulders to settle at her hips, gently pulling her closer. With a soft sigh, Leander relaxed into the touch. Her anger at Ingram's dreadful behaviour disappeared like mist as a large hands moved upward to rub small circles on her back.
 
   “I have it on good authority that it's rather painful to have a limb broken again while in the process of healing. Some men, even stubborn brothers, have learned never to forget such a lesson.”
 
   The silliness of the remark, at such a time when she was so content, caused soft giggles to escape Leander's lips. Ingram would surely soil himself were Yoken to storm into his room at this very moment.
 
   “Milady,” Yoken called out warmly. Leander quickly raised a hand to wipe her eyes only to have her hand grasped mid-air. A calloused finger lifted her chin until she met twinkling dark eyes. “If it's your wish my lady, I'll order your brother to apologize to you.”
 
   Leander shook her head. “He's always been a terrible patient, milord. I believe he's only frustrated for now.” She reached out, like it was the most common thing to do, and squeezed Yoken's large hand. “He'll come around soon.”
 
   “He better. I doubt he'd want to see what I'm capable of when frustrated by my Queen's tears,” Yoken said softly, but his eyes glittered with menace. He reached out and traced the gentle curve of Leander's cheek. “May I walk you to your room, your majesty?”
 
   “I would be honoured, milord,” she murmured while trying her best to hold back the flutter of excitement. “Could we perhaps see if Amani is settled first?”
 
   Yoken smiled down at her and Leander almost swooned at the appearance of the deep dimples. “I would like that very much, milady.”
 
   Leander swallowed hard as the warm timber of Yoken's voice washed over her and caused a small flood somewhere in her nether region. This warrior was so ruthless in his assault on her senses.
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   Amani jumped out her bed at the sight of the royal couple next to her bed and threw herself in Yoken's arms. Yoken chuckled as she held the small body against hers. Amani reminded her so much of Hildor. Just like the girl, Hildor was not afraid of showing his affection for her. She looked up and met Leander's eyes over the girl's head. Her heart stuttered and stopped for a moment before it began to race. Could it be? Before she could decipher the look, Amani pulled away and reached out for Leander. Still reeling from the look she'd witnessed in her queen's eyes, Yoken could only stare as the child and Leander launched into animated chatter about ribbons and dolls. Realising that she was not going to be invited into the discussion, Yoken walked over to the balcony. A cool breeze greeted her, pulling her from her trance. She sighed unhappily. The breeze had cleared all the cobwebs. The Queen had been adamant that she wasn't interested in any physical relations with Yoken. Was it not a day ago, that Leander had cried, afraid of what she'd become were she to give into her baser instincts? Yoken rubbed over her eyes. She made a promise – one she wasn't going to break. Not when she was finally allowed so close to the object of her undying desire.
 
   “Milord.”
 
   Yoken swung around to find Leander standing behind her. “Milady?”
 
   Leander slowly came closer and Yoken noticed her careful treat. “Amani is ready for bed and requested your presence.” Yoken nodded and moved to walk passed Leander, but a hand on her arm stopped her. “You…; for a moment there you looked troubled, milord. Is anything amiss?”
 
   Yoken cocked her head to the side as she studied the beautiful face before her. Yes, her heart screamed, but it's not something we can talk about. Instead she shook her head and smiled. “No, milady. The sights of home are a welcoming relief.” Yoken could tell that Leander didn't believe her, but wasn't willing to delve deeper.
 
   “Amani requests a bedtime story.”
 
   Yoken chuckled. “And what, pray tell, causes her to believe that I would know any good tales?”
 
   Leander shrugged as a small smile played on her lips. “She idolizes you, milord. Even a tale of a knight cleaning his chain mail would hold adventure if it came from your lips.”
 
   Yoken couldn't hold her laughter at the dry remark. “Then I must confess I know quite a lot of tales of knights cleaning their chainmail.”
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   Leander's heart thumbed wildly in her chest as she watched the warrior walk pass her to the bed where a bright-eyed Amani lay. Like a little princess the girl was surrounded by a mountain of pillows, her blonde hair splayed on the lush pillow underneath her head. She watched as Yoken gently run her fingers through the blonde tresses.
 
   “What would my little princess want with an old warrior like me?” Yoken teased as she leaned over to place a soft kiss on the girl's forehead.
 
   “A story, Yoken. Tell me a story,” Amani said as she hoisted herself out of the bed and onto the warrior's lap. When Yoken pulled the child against her chest, a brilliant smile on her face, Leander turned away from the poignant scene. With her back turned on them, she allowed a single tear to roll down her cheek. Everything in life has a beginning and an end. Whatever she felt for Yoken also had an expiry date. Yoken would eventually tire of her. Was she by chance doing herself a disservice by not allowing herself to experience this…this thing? She exhaled softly. By the peer's standards, she was already old, too old for an opportunity to choose a young virile man. She was luckier than most women, finding herself enjoying the attentions of a handsome, young warrior. A deep chuckle from Yoken caused her to turn and look at the warrior. Amani had Yoken's face between her small hands and she was blowing what looked like small kisses in the warrior's neck. Leander's knees buckled at the sight.
 
   He was truly a fine specimen. She couldn't stop her eyes from taking in the man. His hair, cut short, was rumpled by Amani's small hands giving Yoken a roguish look. Leander couldn't see Yoken's eyes, but from memory she knew they glittered like polished gold. She quickly turned away again to focus her eyes on the dark skyline. If she looked far, beyond the small houses with the homely lights shining through the windows, she could see into her future. She could see herself in a bleak room, a crude candle the only light to chase away the shadows in her heart. Her mother's words rang through her mind again.
 
   “Remember this and remember it well. Love is a noble notion that troubadours sell to fill their bellies with food and drink. Don't go looking for a piece of meat amidst a starving pack of wolves. Take what is on offer and turn a blind eye to what is offered to others. He will always come back to you.”
 
   Leander swallowed hard. Would it be enough to have Yoken coming to her bed, the smell of another woman on his body? A myriad of scenarios and thoughts raped her resisting mind as she stared at the dark skyline.
 
   Nowhere near to an answer, she turned and ran from the room not giving any thought to Yoken and Amani.
 
   She was running down the hallway not sure where she was going, tears coursing down her face. It was only when she came to a stop that she realized where her feet and thoughts had dragged her. The guards looked startled at her sudden appearance.
 
   “Milady?” The concern in the man's voice was obvious as he stepped closer.
 
   She shook her head and wiped at her eyes. “As you were, my good man.” She pushed through the door and closing it behind her, leaned against it.
 
   There was a short silence.
 
   “Forgive me.”
 
   Leander didn't move from the door. After a while she exhaled noisily. “Is it that obvious?”
 
   There was a soft rustling of sheets and she lifted her head to look at the bed. Ingram was trying to sit up. She walked over to help him sit up and took a seat next to him. The grey eyes looking at her were dark with remorse. For a long moment they stared at each other. Love won out and Leander leaned closer to place a tender kiss on her brother's cheek. Making sure not to jar his arms, she gently pulled him closer. She held onto Ingram as he leaned into her body.
 
   “I didn't mean all the things I've said,” he whispered softly. “Please forgive me, sister.”
 
   Leander brushed a kiss over his crown. “I know and I forgive you.”
 
   Ingram leaned back and looked at her, causing her to look away. “You can't fight it,” he said softly. “Many have tried and failed.”
 
   Leander quickly looked away, her brother's words too disturbing to comprehend. Unless of course he's talking about something else.
 
   “You said yourself that men…”
 
   “Since when did you start listening to me, Leander?” Ingram sounded chagrined and when she looked at him, it was to find him looking at her sheepishly. “Growing up, you have branded me an idiot more times than I care to recall. Why would you listen to me now?”
 
   Leander smiled. “You remember.”
 
   “Will I ever forget,” Ingram muttered. He looked up at her and smiled. “This is important to you, sister, and as your brother I need to support you. Even if I sometimes don't understand your mind.”
 
   “Then help me understand…please,” Leander whispered desperately. “What am I doing?”
 
   Ingram's eyes were intense as he looked at her. “You know what you want, Leander. All you need from me is to voice your needs for you.” Leander blushed deeply and Ingram grinned. “If I could, I would've wished someone less… notorious for you.” His smile faded. “But even then, I assure you, my choice would've been wrong for you.”
 
   Recalling Ingram's earlier rebukes against Yoken, Leander couldn't stop the tears welling up in her eyes. Her proud brother was giving her his consent in his usual offbeat manner. It must account for something. Ingram admired Yoken, but would not admit it. She leaned over and pressed a soft kiss to her brother's cheek.
 
   “Yoken offered to break your arms again for making me cry earlier.”
 
   Ingram sighed. “And I would've deserved it.” His eyes were warm with love. “The warrior cares for you.”
 
   Even as her heart clenched at the thought, Leander couldn't help but ask. “How do you know?”
 
   “Because I'm still alive, sister dear.” Ingram's eyes darkened as they traced her face. “Your warrior has quite the reputation.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken laid in quiet serenity, waiting for Limos to come alive. It was dreadfully early, even by her standards. It made her wonder if she'd even slept at all. She rolled over and a warm smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Her eyes travelled over the beautiful sleeping face and she leaned closer to place a soft kiss on the blonde eyebrow.
 
   At that moment the door burst open and Yoken immediately went for her sword. A soldier stood in the doorway.
 
   “Milord, we are under attack.”
 
   Yoken surged to her feet. “By whom?”
 
   “Unknown as yet, milord. Some speculate that it may be the Queen's father.”
 
   Yoken frowned as she made her way down the hallways and up the stairs to the wall. Just as her man said, an army, perhaps a thousand strong, were camped at least five hundred meters from the city wall of Limos. Her eyes searched out the flag. It had a bear clawing the air, its mouth red and its jagged teeth exposed. She knows the flag almost intimately. There'd been a time that she'd hoped that she could find a compassionate ear in Leander's father, hoping that the man would be willing to grant her the permission to win his daughter's heart. Hulmer had quickly stopped her on this fool's errand. A king, even one such as that loathsome Gladwan, would not simply hand over his queen. A Queen is inherited when a kingdom is acquired, Hulmer had insisted. Reluctantly, Yoken had accepted his counsel.
 
   “Open the gate. I'm going out to meet them.” Yoken strapped on her breastplate as she made her way down to the gate. On her way she met Hulmer.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this, milord? Outside the gate is an irate father coming for his heir and his only daughter. I doubt he'd be too eager to make your acquaintance.”
 
   Yoken smiled. “I only wish to extend a wedding invitation to him.”
 
   Hulmer shook his head slowly. “Maybe we should get a messenger to do so.”
 
   “No, I do it myself or we don't do it at all.” Yoken was adamant to meet the king this time and bid her quest for the queen's hand.
 
   “And if they take you hostage, milord? What should we do then?”
 
   Yoken gave him a rakish grin. “I'll leave that up to you, old friend.”
 
   She pushed passed Hulmer and was quickly brought to a halt when she caught sight of Leander. The queen still looked a bit rumpled from sleep, but she was the most beautiful sight Yoken had ever seen. She bowed low. “Your majesty.”
 
   “Milord.” Leander came closer to stand before Yoken. “Please don't go out there alone. Take some of your men with you.”
 
   Yoken smiled down at her, the act seemingly too confusing for Leander to comprehend from the heavy frown on her face. “I simply wish to extend a wedding invitation, milady.”
 
   Leander blinked. “A wedding invitation?”
 
   “Yes, milady. I was hoping to invite your father to the coronation, but since he made the journey already, I feel this a good time as any.”
 
   Leander stared at him for a long while, before she nodded. “Good, but then I go with you.”
 
   Yoken's head snapped back to Leander. “What?! No!” Realizing that she had raised her voice, she took a quick step closer to Leander. “Absolutely not. It won't be safe for you.”
 
   “And for you? I doubt my own father would want to kill me, but you, on the other hand…”
 
   Yoken's eyebrow lifted. This was a strange sentiment, considering how Leander had fled Yoken's presence last night. “If I didn't know any better I'd assume that you cared, your majesty.” Yoken immediately regretted her jest when Leander turned away from her. Over-eager to make amends, Yoken reached out and placed her hand on Leander's shoulder. She felt the slight stiffening under her touch, but before she could react to it, Leander spun around. The next moment, Leander's hand shot out and Yoken flinched automatically, expecting the strike. Instead, the hand curled around her neck and pulled. As unexpected as it was, the kiss, was probably the most beautiful touch Yoken had ever experienced at the hands of another human being. Her knees buckled slightly when she felt the tentative touch of a tongue brushing over her lips. Much too quickly Leander pulled away.
 
   “Putting yourself in harm's way is rapidly becoming a very annoying habit to me.” The grey eyes were stormy as she turned and hastily walked away, leaving Yoken staring after her, her insides a gooey mess of confusion.
 
   A soft tread behind her brought Yoken out of her haze. “What did she mean by that?”
 
   Hulmer cleared his throat, and his tone was colored by amusement when he spoke. “I believe the queen likes it more if you remain alive.”
 
   Yoken turned to her friend and seeing his twinkling eyes, she too couldn't stop the grin coming over her lips. “I believe so too.” As she followed Hulmer to the armory, she couldn't for the life of her keep the grin off her face.
 
   She kissed me.
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   Leander closed her chamber door behind her and immediately collapsed against it. When Rebecca had stormed into the room earlier with the news that her father's army had marched upon Limos, Leander couldn't wait to storm out the room and find Yoken. A few minutes later the opposite happened. She couldn't wait to get to her room to hide from Yoken...or rather the emotions that kiss brought to the surface. A small smile played on her lips and she lifted her hand to touch them. A soft squeak sounded and Rebecca came running to her.
 
   “Milady, are you well. What happened?”
 
   Pushing away from the door, Leander shook her head. She doubted she would be able to form any words. Not while her ears were still ringing as a result of the kiss. Who would've thought that a mere kiss from Yoken could cause such an emotional avalanche? On numerous occasions she had overheard her ladies in waiting hushed discussions about sex. It had led her to conclude that not even the most happily married of the women could fuse her physical and emotional needs within their marriages. You could have one, but never both. Did it mean that there was something wrong with her then? Or could she be the exception to the rule? Through the kiss, she had felt both. She had bravely, with the help of Ingram, come to the conclusion last night that she felt more for the warrior than she initially thought. What she has construed for lust, had a much stronger twin emotion. Today, she had made another discovery about herself. She craved the warrior both emotionally as well as physically. And would love to explore that more…the physical part that is.
 
   “I have packed your necessities, milady.” Rebecca, obviously concerned by Leander's silence, stood looking down at Leander, wringing her hands. Leander slowly pushed herself into a seated position.
 
   “What do you mean? Why?” she asked carefully. What was Rebecca up to?
 
   The older maid came to sit next to her. “I still have a few men I trust. With nightfall one of them could sneak us out of the City. We can finally return to Mooldara.” Rebecca got more excited the more she spoke. “Your father will be happy to…”
 
   “Stop right there.” It caused Leander to keep her voice neutral. After all, Rebecca was only looking out for her as she'd done all these years. It would serve no purpose to berate the woman for her loyalty.
 
   Rebecca blinked at her. “Milady?”
 
   “I'm not leaving Limos, Rebecca.” The maid's hand went to her chest. “Not now, that is.”
 
   “But…but…I thought that was what you've always wanted, milady. With your father's army camped outside the City, this is a most opportune moment for us to make our escape.”
 
   Leander clasped one of the woman's hands in hers. “I know and I appreciate what you're trying to do. But I can't leave Limos now.”
 
   “But why, milady? Did you forget that I saw your bruises when you returned with him? He abused you.” Rebecca sounded very close to tears. “He's a monster.”
 
   Leander swallowed hard to keep from lashing out at Rebecca. Instead she told herself mentally that Yoken was not a monster. Maybe one day Rebecca would experience the real man, but until then she would leave the woman with her misguided perception of Yoken.
 
   “I have grown close to Amani and she needs me to be here.” She hated lying to Rebecca, but knowing how the woman feels about Yoken, she would rather not give the maid cause to slander Yoken any further. At least she knows that Rebecca had quite a soft spot for Amani and she hoped that that explanation would suffice.
 
   Rebecca sat back, obviously considering Leander's explanation. After a while, she looked at Leander. “As much as I know you love the child, milady, I can't help but feel that there is more that you're not telling me and nor would I pry.” Rebecca came to her feet and walked to the door. “I just fear that you're making a grave mistake.”
 
   When the door closed behind Rebecca, Leander threw herself back on her bed. Mistake or not, she wanted to explore this strange sensory overload she had experienced this morning in Yoken's arms. She's never experienced anything like this before and this was probably the only time she would ever experience something of this kind.
 
   Rebecca will come around. She always does.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   “Milord, they've sent a messenger.”
 
   Yoken climbed to her feet and sheathed her sword. She gave one last look at the board on the large table. Leander's father came with a massive army according to the information of her scouts, but that wasn't what fazed Yoken at all. She had trampled Gladwan's army before with her much smaller army. After integrating what was left of Gladwan's men into her army, Limos could definitely be counted as a great army.
 
   So the pending battle was not what had caused her to fade in and out of the briefing with her Generals. Instead, she was trying to come up with alternatives should Leander's father refuse to grant his daughter's hand in marriage. There was no way that Yoken would give up Leander and no intimidation whatsoever would force her to do so. She had risked life and limb for the woman and she would do so again if she had to.
 
   “Milord?”
 
   Yoken nodded at Hulmer. “You're with me, General.”
 
   The messenger was sitting atop his horse, awaiting them when Yoken took the steps down to the meet the man. The horse pranced nervously, aware of the tension in the air. Yoken came to a stop halfway down the stairs.
 
   The messenger opened the scroll and began to read. “King Geybrech hereby issue…”
 
   “Dismount when you address the king,” Hulmer growled beside Yoken, interrupted the messenger's speech.
 
   “I beg your pardon?” The messenger looked slightly affronted. Yoken pursed her lips, knowing what was to come. With speed, belying his age, Hulmer moved to the man and jerked him off his horse.
 
   “Even messengers know to show the proper respect when in the presence of a king,” Hulmer tone dripped acid as he looked down at the man lying face first in the dirt. “Let this be a lesson to you lest you want your decapitated carcass sent back to your king.” He reached out and picked up the scroll which he held out to Yoken. Yoken scanned over the writing before she held it out to Hulmer.
 
   “Tell your king that his message has been received. I would like to discuss his demands in person with him. Remind him also, considering the nature of said demands, that your safe return to his side is token of good faith that we will find an amicable resolution,” Yoken said acidly.
 
   She turned to leave followed by Hulmer. Once they were out of earshot, Hulmer snorted.
 
   “I was under the impression that King Geybrech was a level-headed man. That was clearly just a malicious rumour,” Hulmer said with a twinkle in his eyes.
 
   Yoken smirked. “Thank the gods his daughter doesn't suffer from the same affliction.” Yoken needed to find Leander, but first a visit to Ingram was in order.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken almost grinned at the slightly panicky look of the man when she came to a stop before the bed. Serves him right for the pain he had caused Leander last night with his careless words. The man sat propped up against the pillows, his arms outstretched before him.
 
   “She told me you offered to break my bones again.”
 
   Yoken shrugged. “Lucky for you, she turned down my offer.”
 
   They stared at each other for a long while before Yoken cleared her throat. “I didn't come here to discuss the queen, but I should warn you, no matter your relation to her, that I take great offense at seeing her hurt.”
 
   Ingram nodded and Yoken was surprised to see a slight blush creep up the man's face. “I'm ashamed to admit that I have been thoughtless where my sister's emotions are concerned. It will not happen again.”
 
   “That is good to hear. Now, the reason why I'm here has to do with the fact that your father's army is camped outside our walls.” Yoken saw surprise and relief wash over the man's face. His eyes, so like Leander's, brightened slightly.
 
   “I was wondering if he would even come for us.”
 
   “Why wouldn't he?” Yoken asked quietly. “You and the queen are his only children.”
 
   Ingram frowned. “Are you here on a fact-finding mission as to best our father?”
 
   “On the contrary, I am here to assure you that I will not hurt your father, unless he forces my hand.”
 
   Ingram snorted. “My father has a lot of powerful allies. He is not easily defeated.”
 
   “There's always a first time for everything.” Yoken walked to the door. “He's asked for your return and I will arrange for that as soon as he withdraws half of his army from Armys. However, he's requested that I desert Limos for his occupation, which will never materialize.” Yoken read shock in the grey eyes. It seems the king was not confiding much in his heir. “If you can convince him otherwise, it would save your family a lot of heartache.” Yoken opened the door.
 
   “Milord,” Ingram called her back and Yoken closed the door again. “Of late my father has been keeping counsel with an unscrupulous man. One whom I know for a fact has set his designs on Armys.” Yoken stepped closer to bed. “Beware of him.”
 
   Yoken inhaled deeply. “I will. Thank you.”
 
   “What about Leander?” Ingram asked quietly and Yoken frowned at the man.
 
   “What about her?”
 
   “Will you allow her to return home?”
 
   “No.” Yoken felt his anger spark at the thought of Leander leaving her.
 
   “What if my father wants you to set her free? Or did he ask for her?”
 
   Yoken bit down hard, before she answered. “She's not a prisoner. She's the Queen of Armys and just like I'm not going to surrender Armys, I wouldn't surrender my Queen.” Before Ingram could ask another question, Yoken took her leave. She was now more than eager to find Leander. Ingram had made Yoken paranoid and the only way to assuage her discomfort was for Yoken to see Leander.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   The palace was in hive of activity as servants prepared for the anticipated battle. Yoken's reputation paints the picture of a warlord who never sidestepped a chance to cross swords. She was making her way down the hallway when she turned a corner and saw Yoken, accompanied by Hulmer coming towards her. Her face immediately flushed as she recalled the kiss. Yoken looked up at that moment and their gazes met and held. Hulmer spotted her too and after a quick nod walked past her to wait for Yoken a few steps away.
 
   “Milord,” Leander acknowledged Yoken's presence. She kept her gaze lowered as the warrior moved closer to tower over her.
 
   “Your majesty.” Leander's insides quivered at the warmth in the warrior's tone. “I was just about to come see you.”
 
   Leander lifted her head and to meet Yoken's eyes. Yoken's gaze was warm as he looked down at her. “You've found me, milord. How can I assist you?”
 
   “I would like to discuss your father’s demands with you,” Yoken scanned the hallway. “In private.”
 
   Her father already made demands? “Could we talk in my room?”
 
   Yoken signaled at Hulmer that he could leave and followed Leander into her room. Yoken took a moment to look around the room before his gaze settled on Leander.
 
   “Your father demands I return you and your brother safely amongst others.” Leander's breath caught in her throat. “I'm willing to meet his demands halfway, but there are some I can't even consider.”
 
   Leander swallowed hard before she spoke. “May I ask which demands you will disregard, milord?”
 
   Yoken stepped closer and Leander held her breath as he looked down at her with a strange intensity in his eyes. “I refuse to give up Armys.”
 
   Leander's heart sunk at hearing that. He was going to surrender her to her father. Had she been misreading Yoken's intentions? With great difficulty, she tried to ignore the pain which was slowly stealing over her chest. Instead, she nodded, holding Yoken's gaze.
 
   “I understand, milord.” She swallowed passed the knot in her throat. “To exert power, a man needs a kingdom.”
 
   Yoken reached out and Leander almost cried when he gently cupped her cheek. “And a queen to remind him to use his power wisely.” This time a tear slipped through her defenses and trickled down her cheek until Yoken's thumb stopped its journey. “I'm not giving you up, my queen.” He lowered his head and Leander exhaled softly as his lips brushed over hers. When she felt his tongue brush over her lower lip, she allowed her lips to fall open. She felt a shudder go through Yoken's body at the same time that his tongue slipped into her mouth. She pressed closer and moaned softly when a strong arm slipped around her waist and pulled her even closer. With the closeness, the kiss deepened. Yoken's tongue went in search of hers and when it found hers, he boldly stroked it with his. The act elicited a broken moan from Leander and she felt her knees give out. Thankfully, the strong arm tightened around her waist, holding her up.
 
   Leander has been kissed before, but never like this. Gladwan's kisses were hard and vulgar, his tongue invading her mouth as if to simulate the sex act his lower body was engaged in. It made her feel conquered every time. It was the total opposite with Yoken. It felt like he was drinking from her, each sip causing her resistance to slip away slowly. This kiss was making her feel like she was surrendering.
 
   “Milord?” The voice followed by a loud knock made them pull away from each other. Yoken stared at her with a look of complete enthrallment, his eyes glassy.
 
   “Milord? The messenger is back.”
 
   Leander watched as Yoken's initial expression of enchantment slowly morphed into one of utter annoyance. He took a deep breath and exhaled shakily.
 
   “I have to go, milady, but I would love to come find you again once I've dealt with your father's demands.”
 
   Leander nodded as she lowered her gaze. With the lustful cloud in her head slowly dissipating, she felt raw shame rearing its head. Yoken once sent her away for offering herself to him like a whore. She was scared to wonder what he must be thinking of her now. She gasped softly as Yoken reached for her hand and brought it to his lips.
 
   “You did not answer me, milady. May I call upon you later?”
 
   “Yes…yes, milord,” she croaked, captivated by the brilliant smile that came over Yoken's face.
 
   When the door closed behind Yoken, Leander forced her trembling legs to carry her over to where a decanter of wine was placed. She shakily filled a goblet and finished it in one gulp.
 
   It was only then that she allowed a smile to pour over her face. She hadn't misread Yoken's intentions.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   It took all of her willpower for Yoken to remain upright. Her knees were still trembling thanks to the nerve-numbing kiss. She threw a quick glance at Hulmer, where they stood on the palace steps awaiting the arrival of the messenger.
 
   “You're trembling, milord,” Hulmer said calmly, his eyes still focused on the gate that the messenger would come through. “Did something happen, milord?”
 
   “I'm fine, Hulmer.”
 
   “How did the queen take the news?”
 
   A warm spike shot down to her nether region at the thought of Leander's reaction and Yoken had to stop the moan threatening to escape at the memory of the kiss.
 
   “She took it surprisingly well.”
 
   This time Hulmer turned to look at her. “Are you returning her to her father?”
 
   “Never,” Yoken snapped. She took a deep breath to calm herself. “The Queen wishes to stay.”
 
   Hulmer stared at her for a long while, before cracking a broad smile. “You've won her heart. Congratulations.”
 
   Yoken felt a blush crawling up his cheeks. “She didn't actually confess, but I like to think she wouldn't be bothered too much being married to me.”
 
   Approaching horse hooves made them drop the conversation and turn to the gate. This time, the messenger slid off his horse and knelt before Yoken as he held out the scroll. Yoken took it and quickly scanned over the message before she handed the scroll over to Hulmer.
 
   “Tell King Geybrech, I accept his offer of sharing the evening meal. Suffice it to say, I'll expect him to keep his word that it would be safe for me and my men.”
 
   “Yes, milord.”
 
   As the messenger rode off, Yoken stood looking after him. Hulmer stepped closer.
 
   “Milord, anything amiss?”
 
   Yoken pursed her lips. “What will happen if the King refuses to allow me to marry Leander?”
 
   Hulmer looked surprised. “You're worried about that?” When Yoken gave him a cold look, Hulmer shrugged. “I mean to say that it should be the least of your troubles, since the Queen is so obviously enamoured with you.”
 
   Yoken exhaled noisily. “As it stands, Leander had been conquered. She might need her father's blessing to make her feel less like a subjugated queen.”
 
   “Then we'll make King Geybrech give his blessing. Now, shall we return to the Battle Room to plot the downfall of your father-in-law?”
 
   Yoken snorted, but followed Hulmer into the Palace.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Leander's eyes fluttered open, but she quickly closed them when an excruciating pain exploded in her head. She was instantly caught in a grip of fear. What happened to her? Did…did Yoken hurt her again? She tried to sort through her memories. The pain of doing so was agonizing as shards of memories began to surface. Yoken's face flashed before her and she stiffened. Yoken asked to speak to her in private. Before she could follow the trail of memory, footsteps sounded nearby.
 
   “Your majesty, you came.” It was Rebecca's voice.
 
   “Rebecca?” Leander immediately recognized her father's voice. “What are you…?” There was a short silence. “Is that Leander? What's she doing here? What happened to her?”
 
   “I drugged her wine, milord, and smuggled her out of the city.”
 
   A wave of relief washed over Leander. Yoken didn't do this to her.
 
   “Dammit, woman!” King Geybrech's voice was dark with fury. “Do you have any idea what you've done?”
 
   “Mi…milord?” Rebecca stammered. “I thought you would…”
 
   “Be quiet, woman!” he thundered.
 
   Leander heard a soft squeak coming from Rebecca. Intrigued by her father's strange behaviour, Leander tried to speak, but her mouth and her throat were so dry that she couldn't utter a sound.
 
   “I've asked for Ingram to be returned. Not her,” King Geybrech snapped. Leander felt her eyes shoot full of tears at hearing that. Her father didn't demand her return. No wonder her pleas to be rescued from Gladwan had fallen on deaf ears. Her father didn't want her, didn't love her. He only wanted Ingram.
 
   “You better pray that she's not missed before that warlord comes to meet with me,” King Geybrech snapped. Leander heard his footsteps fading as he left the tent.
 
   She slowly opened her eyes again, ignoring the pain the act caused her, and allowing the tears to roll down her cheeks.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken leaned back in her saddle as she studied the scene before her. King Geybrech had gone out of his way to impress her. As promised as an act of good faith, he had set up a tent exactly 250 meters between his camp and the City walls. The tent was alight with candles, giving it an almost fairy-tale appearance. A dozen of the King's men stood behind the tent and Yoken turned around to look at the five men who've accompanied her. She had left Hulmer at the palace just in case the evening didn't pan out the way she wanted.
 
   A tall man dressed in flowing silk robes, stepped out of the tent and Yoken slid off her horse. She held out her hand to Hulmer’s deputy and carried the basket over to where King Geybrech stood. She had seen the man from afar a few times, but never close enough to make out his features. Thus she was stunned to find that the man resembled his daughter much more than his son. Sharp grey eyes studied Yoken closely as Yoken towered over him.
 
   “Milord,” the king said in greeting.
 
   “Your majesty,” Yoken returned and held out the basket. “Armys is renowned for its ale and cheese. I had the kitchen prepare us some dessert.”
 
   The king looked surprised as he accepted the basket. “It's very thoughtful of you, milord. Please, let's dine.” As she followed the king into the tent, she felt her hackles rise at the sight of the man standing at the table.
 
   “I wasn't aware we would have some company, your majesty.” Yoken's gaze bore into the other man who was just as elaborately dressed as the king. “I feel grossly underdressed for the occasion.” When she shifted her gaze to the king, it was to find him looking curiously anxious. However the king quickly pulled himself together and walked over to where the other man stood.
 
   “My sincere apologies for the misunderstanding, milord. Allow me to introduce Sir Hesron of Aftey, one of my most trusted barons.” At the introduction, Sir Hesron bowed, his beady eyes making and holding eye contact.
 
   “Milord, I believe we met before. Regrettably, I was incapacitated by your admirable skill with a lance.” He smiled, displaying his teeth. “I hope I didn't cause too much damage when I injured you.”
 
   Yoken shrugged. “I've suffered worse injuries, Sir Hesron.”
 
   The king cleared his throat and waved at the table. “I don't know about you, gentlemen, but I'm positively famished.”
 
   Yoken nodded at the king and chose a chair which placed her directly opposite the knight. Under the pretense of rolling up her sleeves, she touched the small dagger she'd slipped in there.
 
   The game had changed and she was ready to create new rules as they go along.
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   After her father's departure, Rebecca had given her a pain reliever and Leander had lain back waiting for it to take effect. She would've loved to wait a bit longer for the drug to leave her system, but Rebecca’s sniffling was beginning to work on her nerves and Leander slowly sat up.
 
   “You shouldn't move yet, milady,” Rebecca said through her tears and Leander cut the woman a cold glare which caused the maid to quickly step back from the bed. She looked around the tent, realizing that she was in a soldier's tent. Pushing to her feet, she felt a wave of dizziness come over her and held on to the bed.
 
   “Please, milady, just wait a moment longer.”
 
   “I'm leaving now, Rebecca, and I want you to remain here. After what you've done, I don't think I would want you around me anymore.”
 
   The maid began to cry again, but Leander ignored her. Rebecca has been with her for almost fifteen years now, but after this betrayal she doubted she could trust the woman ever again. As she made it to the entrance of the tent, Rebecca spoke again.
 
   “I was only looking out for you, milady.”
 
   Leander turned to the woman. “Even after I told you to let go of your plan?”
 
   Rebecca wiped at her tears. “Even then, milady, I had to make sure that you weren't making a mistake.”
 
   Leander balled her hands in fists. “Are you telling me that you are a better judge of what I need?”
 
   “No, milady.” Rebecca moved closer. “Since I lost both my parents, you were the closest thing to family for me. Please, believe me when I tell you that I was scared for you. It baffled me that you would rather stay in the palace with such a brutal man instead of seeking the love and safety of your own family.”
 
   Leander stared at the maid for a long while. “You saw for yourself how my father reacted.” She felt tears burning behind her eyelids and she blinked rapidly to stop them. She was done crying. “My father doesn't care what happens to me, but Yoken does. He came after me. I'm going back to the Palace.”
 
   “Back to him? But why?”
 
   She closed her eyes for a moment and conjured up Yoken's face. She had etched his image in her mind and doubt she would ever tire of remembering it. When all her memories of the day returned, one had lingered far longer than the others. The kiss. She doubted she would ever willingly forget that particular moment. Her life had changed so much in such a short time. Strange, how it had taken her but a few moments to dislike Gladwan and over ten years to learn to hate him with all her being. It took her only one week to fall in love with Yoken. She bit down on her lower lip. Love. She just confessed to herself that she was in love with Yoken. She's never been in love before and prayed that what she was feeling was love. It was soft, honest, exhilarating and it felt like her soul was on fire. With new resolve, she turned back to face Rebecca.
 
   “I want to go back to him, because I want to be with him.” She watched as Rebecca's mouth fell open. “I love him.”
 
   “Oh, milady,” Rebecca moaned as she brought her hand to her mouth, fresh tears coursing down her cheeks. “I'm so sorry. Please forgive me. I didn't know.”
 
   Leander smiled. “You couldn't have. I, too, only found out now.”
 
   Rebecca wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Then we need to get you back to the Palace.”
 
   “Rebecca…” Leander began to remind the woman that she was going alone, but Rebecca held up her hand.
 
   “I've made a mistake, milady, and now I have to make it right. You at least owe me that. We can talk again when you are safe in the arms of your beloved.”
 
   My beloved. Leander felt her stomach clench. It sounded so beautiful to hear Yoken being referred to as her beloved.
 
   “Then what are we waiting for?” She wanted to see Yoken.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Yoken dabbed the napkin lightly on her lips, silently thanking Hildor for his lessons on etiquette.
 
   “My compliments to your cook, your majesty. It was a true feast. I hope to return the favour someday soon.”
 
   She watched as both the king and Sir Hesron's forks stopped mid-air. Ah, now they would come to heart of the matter. She took a sip from her wine and leaned back in her chair, studying the Baron. Throughout the meal they had talked lightly about inconsequential issues such as wine, hunting and horses. The King and Yoken had kept the conversation going with Sir Hesron rudely refusing to partake. If Yoken ever wondered if she could dislike the man any more than she did, she knew now that it was possible. The king took a long draught from his goblet before he, too, sat back in his chair.
 
   “I believe now is as good a time as any to discuss the reason why we are here,” the king said and looked from Sir Hesron to Yoken. “You're aware of our demands, Lord Yoken. As per your request we're meeting now to discuss them.”
 
   Yoken nodded. “I did receive your demands and wanted an audience so we could discuss this. However, I must confess that I have ulterior motives too.”
 
   She watched as both the king and Sir Hesron reacted to her last statement. Sir Hesron's hand moved from the table, no doubt to rest on the hilt of his sword. The king threw an anxious glance at the tent exit, probably seeking out his guards.
 
   Chuckling, Yoken held up both her hands. “My apologies for causing you unease, gentlemen. Allow me to rephrase my earlier statement. What I meant to say is that I was hoping to discuss an entirely different, more personal matter with the King once we are done deliberating on the demands.” Both the men immediately relaxed, with the King looking at Yoken curiously. “But first, I think we should get the business side of the discussion out of the way. I must warn you that it'll be a very short discussion.” Yoken reached for her goblet and took a sip. “I will meet all your demands, but one. I will gladly return Prince Ingram as soon as I have conformation that half of your army is camped outside Armys' borders.”
 
   She leaned back into her chair again as she waited for the king's reaction.
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   Leander stopped and leaned against the tree. All this walking had put strain on her healing ankle and it burned like fire. Rebecca came to kneel before her and reach for her ankle.
 
   “I forgot that your ankle hasn't healed fully. We can rest here for a while, milady.”
 
   “No, it's not far to the gates. I can rest there.” She pushed away from the tree and the two men who had helped Rebecca smuggle her out of the City stepped closer to help her. She waved them away. “I can move faster without your help. You make sure that my father's sentries don't find us.”
 
   “Yes, milady,” the men answered and disappeared into the dark.
 
   “Are you sure, milady, I'd hate for you to injure your ankle further.”
 
   Leander wiggled her foot a little and swallowed the painful moan the action elicited. She didn't want to worry Rebecca more than she already was.
 
   “The men are of more use to us looking out for sentries than carrying me. Come on, let's go.” She had just pushed herself away from the tree, when there was a rustling in the bushes nearby. They both looked up in surprise when their companions came out of the bush followed by six men. One of the men gave Leander a sheepish look.
 
   “I'm sorry, milady. We got caught by Lord Yoken's men.” The newcomers stepped closer and studied her for a moment. Dressed as a commoner in a rough woolen dress and coarse cape, Leander knew she wasn't easily recognizable. One of the soldiers, presumably the leader, quickly rushed over to Leander.
 
   “Your majesty, are you well?” The man who spoke looked genuinely concerned as he studied her from under bushy eyebrows until it came to rest on her swollen ankle. “My men can carry you from here.”
 
   Leander held up her hand. “Where is Lord Yoken?”
 
   “Milord is dining with King Geybrech. Over there.” Leander followed the man's finger to a candle-lit tent a few meters from the outcrop of trees.
 
   “Then I want you to take me there.”
 
   “Are you sure, milady? Your ankle needs immediate attention.” In the semi-darkness she could see the man blushing before he stepped away. “As you wish, your majesty. At least let my men carry you…please.”
 
   Leander shrugged. “I think I could compromise.”
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   “With all due respect, your majesty, I think this event is deteriorating into one of absolute absurdity,” Sir Hesron said as he pushed back his chair. “We came here with a clear purpose in mind.”
 
   Yoken sat quietly watching the man, hawkeyed; waiting. King Geybrech held up his hand, trying to calm the agitated Baron.
 
   “Sir Hesron, could you please take your seat?”
 
   After a short moment of reluctance, the Baron threw himself back into his seat like a petulant child. Yoken tried to hide her amusement, but failed. Sir Hesron's jaw locked in anger as he stared at her.
 
   Milord,” the king addressed Yoken, drawing her attention to him. “You know that we'll not leave here until we get what we want.”
 
   Yoken smiled. “Yes, I do. But I also know that you will lose more than half of your army if you continue to pursue this course.”
 
   “This is pure insolence!” Sir Hesron shouted as he again surged to his feet.
 
   Outside, Yoken could hear swords being unsheathed and saw two of the king's guard stepping into the tent. She slowly climbed to her feet, pinning the furious knight with a cold stare. Out of the corner of her eye she saw King Geybrech coming to his feet too.
 
   “Please let's not be too hasty,” he cautioned softly. “This is but the first round of negotiations. Maybe we could continue tomorrow when tempers are less fiery.” The king turned his attention to the irate knight. “Sir Hesron, calm down.” The baron gave the king a hot stare before he stiffly took his seat. “Now, Lord Yoken, before we continue with our talk tomorrow. You mentioned another issue.”
 
   Yoken slowly dragged her eyes away from the baron to the king. “I wanted to formally ask you for your daughter's hand in marriage.”
 
   The king's mouth opened and closed as he stared at Yoken, rendered completely speechless.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
   They were a few meters away from the tent, when Leander saw the two groups of soldiers drawing their swords. Yoken's men, dressed in the gold and red of Yoken's flag were greatly outnumbered by her father’s blue and white guards.
 
   “Hurry, something's happening.” One of the men swung her up in his arms and began to run, jarring her still aching head. As they reached the tent, the two opposition factions were glaring at each other, but with their arrival, the odds thankfully levelled. The soldier gently put her down on her feet and reached for his sword as he covered her with his body. With the king's guards covering the entrance, she was struggling to see into the tent. When she tried to push passed the soldiers, she was held back by one of Yoken's men.
 
   “If milord were to fight his way out of there, he would be more successful doing so without having to worry about you too.”
 
   Leander tried to shake off the man's grip, but he tightened his grip. “Let me go. Yoken needs me.”
 
   “Please, milady, I beg you to wait until…”
 
   “What the hell is this? Is this a joke?” Leander heard a man's voice filtering through from the tent. There was short silence before Leander heard her father's voice.
 
   “You want…? You're asking for my daughter's hand in marriage? Why? Haven't you already forced your will upon her?”
 
   “No, your majesty, I haven't and I would never,” Yoken said firmly and Leander felt her heartbeat speed up at the sound of his voice.
 
   “Milord, I don't see how this has anything to do with why we are here. If Lord Yoken wants war, then why not indulge him? Instead he's trying to distract you with such frivolities as wanting to marry your daughter.” The man snorted. “We all know that at her age, the queen is destined to while away her last days in a cloister somewhere. She holds no bargaining power anymore. No one, but a desperate man, would want her.”
 
   Leander felt her cheeks heating up, knowing that everyone outside clearly heard what the man had said. She felt tears of humiliation stinging in her eyes. She felt a soft touch on her arm and found Rebecca looking at her with gentle eyes.
 
   “That's where you're wrong, Sir Hesron,” Yoken's voice sounded dark and dangerous, causing the hair on Leander's nape to stand up. “I want her. I've always wanted her. So, it would be wise for you to tread carefully when speaking about my queen.”
 
   A deathly silence followed Yoken's confession and Leander swallowed. Always? Leander felt the other people's eyes on her. Rebecca giggled next to her and Leander couldn't help but smile too.
 
   “Your majesty, please, this is …”
 
   “Quiet!” King Geybrech stopped the man's tirade. “Is it really true that you want to marry my daughter, Lord Yoken?”
 
   “Yes, your majesty. I would be honoured to call her my wife.” Leander felt another blush heating up her cheeks at Yoken's response. She would've loved not to have had an audience when she heard this. However, it was somehow strangely enchanting to know that Yoken felt confident enough to make such a personal confession before strangers.
 
   “Do you love my daughter, Lord Yoken?” King Geybrech asked hesitantly.
 
   “I do, your majesty, with all my heart.”
 
   Leander almost jumped out of her skin when Yoken's men cheered unexpectedly. Blushing wildly, she squeaked when she was swung up in strong arms and carried to the tent. The guards reluctantly stepped aside, allowing them to enter. The moment they were inside the tent, Leander's eyes searched for Yoken. She found him standing straight and proud, looking at her father.
 
   “Milord,” she called softly and Yoken spun around.
 
   “Leander.” In two long strides, he was there to scoop her out of the soldier's arms. She threw her arms around his neck and held on tightly.
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   Yoken trembled slightly as she held onto the woman in her arms. She pushed her nose into the fragrant hair and sighed deeply. Wait, what was Leander doing here? She pulled back to look down at Leander's smiling face.
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “It's a long story, but I'll tell you later. Now you need to put me down.”
 
   Yoken did as asked and gently put Leander on her feet. Leander looked around and had Yoken not been focused on her, she would've missed the look of pain that flashed over the queen's face when she turned to look at her father.
 
   “I've formally asked your father for your hand in marriage. We were busy discussing that when you arrived.” Yoken's heart skipped a beat when Leander shook her head.
 
   “Don't bother. He came here only for Ingram and Armys.” Leander's voice dripped with bitterness even as her eyes welled up with tears. “I don't need his blessing.”
 
   Shocked, Yoken sought out the king and found the man looking at his daughter with pain and regret in his eyes. He opened her mouth, but before he should speak, Sir Hesron rudely interrupted.
 
   “Milord, it is obvious that this is simply a ploy to gain your favor. The Queen is not the issue here. Our demands state clearly that Lord Yoken is given the chance to surrender Armys without any bloodshed.”
 
   Yoken cocked her head to the side. “And I've stated clearly that any attempt from you to wrestle Armys from my control will result in massive fatalities on your side.”
 
   Sir Hesron smirked as he turned to the king. “There you have it, milord. This show is not really about your daughter but retaining Armys.”
 
   Rolling her eyes, Yoken sighed deeply. “ Armys belongs to my queen and I will defend it in her name with the last man standing.” Yoken reached out and took Leander's hand and turned to look at the king. This time her face hardened into a mask of pure menace. “I didn't just wake up one day and decided to conquer Armys, your majesty.”
 
   The king nodded. “May we ask why then?”
 
   “I did it to win your daughter's heart, milord,” Yoken said firmly, not looking at Leander. “She was born to be a queen and to win her heart; I had to offer her a kingdom.” Only then did Yoken look down at the woman whose hand was trembling slightly in hers. “I was going to tell you.”
 
   A brilliant smile came over Leander's face. “It's not a problem. You can tell me again later.”
 
   At that exact moment Sir Hesron stepped forward threateningly. His eyes shown with an unholy light as he looked at Leander.
 
   “You will not ruin this for me,” he spat at Leander and Yoken felt a heavy haze of rage moving over her, almost suffocating her.
 
   “You've been warned,” she bit out as she stepped before Leander, shielding her from the vile man's gaze. “I believe we're done here, your majesty.” She turned and took Leander's hand. As they approached the door a soldier blocked her way. “Move,” Yoken spat at the soldier, but the man refused to move.
 
   “As another sign of good faith, until you release my son, I want to send one of my men with you. Could you grant us that boon?” The king came to stand next to them. “You could leave someone in our man's place.”
 
   Yoken frowned at the man before she looked at the solider. He was tall and scrawny. She doubted he could even hold up a broadsword, but she didn't survive this long by judging a man by brawn alone. She turned to the King and nodded.
 
   “I will take your man, but I can't leave one of my own. Not only was it not part of your earlier demands…” She gave Sir Hesron a scathing look, relishing at the chance to bait him again. “…but I've promised to return them all to their wives tonight.” As expected, the baron took the bait, but at that moment Yoken also remembered that a proud man, especially one as volatile as Sir Hesron, could be an unpredictable enemy.
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   Half-hidden behind Yoken's large body, Leander didn't immediately see the threat, but she saw one of the soldiers reach for his side and a dagger appeared.
 
   “Yoken!” Her scream made Yoken spin around to look at her, just as the man lifted his hand and the torchlight glinted off a blade. Yoken's eyes were wide with fear as he threw himself at her, instinctively trying to protect her. “No, Yoken…NO!” She tried desperately to push Yoken out of the way of the assailant, but the warrior's bulk coupled with his determination to protect her, made it impossible for her to move him. She watched in horror as the dagger slanted down from behind Yoken. Yoken's eyes widened slightly as it met hers, but the warrior still swung her up in his arms. Blinking at Yoken in shock, she could only stare, as Yoken turned away from the exit.
 
   “Grab the king…NOW!” he ordered as he made for the side for of the tent and, producing a dagger from somewhere, sliced a path through for them both. Her teeth rattled as Yoken ran for a horse and unceremoniously threw her into the saddle. “Ride, Leander and don't look back!”
 
   “No, Yoken, please. I'm not leaving you here.”
 
   “Leander,” Yoken barked at her. “Do as I say! I need to get your father out of there. I'll be right behind you.” He slapped the horse on the rump and Leander had no choice but to reach for the reins lest she was thrown from the large horse. With tears coursing down her face, she turned back to call out for Yoken, but the warrior was already running back into the tent, his sword drawn. The area around the tent was a scene of carnage as swords clanged together and men screamed out in pain. That was the last she saw as the powerful steed sped off in the direction of the city gates.
 
   “Milady! Milady Leander!” Leander made out Rebecca's voice as she heard the hooves of horse trying hard to gain on her. She tried to rein in the horse, but to no avail as the horse forcefully ignored her attempts. As the horse carried her farther away from Yoken, Leander mumbled desperately under her breath.
 
   “Please don't die, Yoken. I beg you, don’t die.”
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   Yoken's blood was thick with adrenaline as she stormed back into the tent, climbing over bodies and severed limbs. The tent was filled with fighting soldiers and she quickly searched the interior for the king. She spotted the king's crown from where he was hiding behind a chair. She slashed her way towards the king, only to have her path blocked by Sir Hesron.
 
   “You!” she spat at the man and ducked just in time as the baron swung his broadsword. Knowing that she didn't have much time to deal with the man before the combined forces of the King and the Baron's men reached the tent, Yoken shouted at the man nearest to her to protect the king. Yoken had met the King's eye for a split second before she had removed Leander from the tent and the genuine shock and fear on the man's face had convinced her that the King was in the dark about the attack. Out of the corner of her eyes, she saw her man quickly deal with his opponent and immediately moved to the side of the king. If they want to get out of this alive, they needed to save the king and neutralize the Baron. Speaking of the Baron, Yoken returned her attention to the man. She sidestepped another swing, feeling strangely lightheaded at the movement. When she met Sir Hesron's eyes, it was to see them gleaming with delight.
 
   “Had I known it would be so easy to do away with you, I wouldn't have need for this feeble fool of a king to wrestle Armys from you,” Sir Hesron gloated. He swung at Yoken's middle and Yoken sluggishly moved away. She didn't give it away, but she was finding it increasing difficult to lift her sword. She blinked at the man as a slight feeling of panic set in. Had her luck finally ran out, especially now that she was so close to calling Leander hers? Would the gods be so cruel? Sir Hesron came at her again and biting down hard, Yoken blocked the strike, almost falling to her knees at the power behind it. She could feel the earth trembling underneath her feet and she knew that the King's army were close.
 
   “All that I had to do was threaten the pitiful life of his daughter to get the king to agree to my plan,” Sir Hesron boasted as he began to circle Yoken. “Can you imagine that the old fool actually begged me to save her? He was on his knees, like a weakling.” He charged again and this time as she blocked the blow, Yoken felt it reverberate through her whole body. “Once I've dealt with you, I will return a hero. The people of Mooldara will have no choice but to support my bid to claim the throne and banish the old fool.”
 
   Yoken waited patiently, letting the man do his verbal victory dance. She just prayed that she had enough power left to act when the time was right. She noticed movement out of the corner of her eyes and saw three of her men, ushering the king and one of his soldiers through the rip in the tent. Sir Hesron charged her again, his sword raised high over his head. Yoken took a deep breath and shook her sleeve, feeling the dagger, she had returned there after rescuing Leander, slid into her hand. With unnerving aim she threw, aiming for the man's black heart.
 
   The rays of a few torches that were still left standing, glinted off the blade as it pierced the air to slam into the knight's chest. The man's eyes were wide in disbelief as he looked down at the hilt of the dagger protruding from his chest. With a soft death rattle his knees gave way as he crumpled into a heap.
 
   Trying to stay upright, Yoken stumbled over to the table for support, but missed it by a few feet before she too crashed to the floor.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
    
 
   The moment the horse neared the city wall, the gates opened. Leander cried harder when she made out the hulking frame of Hulmer.
 
   “Please, you need to go help them,” she gasped as she dove of the horse into the stunned soldier's arms. “They need you. NOW!”
 
   “Milady…” Hulmer began, but Leander pressed her hand over his mouth.
 
   “GO NOW!” She yelled as she pushed Hulmer away from her. After a brief moment of hesitation, Hulmer nodded and flung himself into the saddle.
 
   “Open the gate,” he ordered as he sped off.
 
   Leander's shoulder sagged in relief and her body followed. She was caught by strong hands just as she saw the ground rushing up to meet her. She looked up into the concerned eyes of Hildor.
 
   “Please don't let Yoken die. Promise me.” The tension of the last few minutes finally caught up with her. Just as she was about to lose consciousness she heard Rebecca's frightened voice call out to her.
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   Hildor gently laid Leander on her bed and turned to Rebecca. “Take care of her.” He quickly left the queen's chambers and made his way back to the gate. He took a group of soldiers with him to guard the bridge outside the gates. If Leander's panic was any indication of what had happened out there, then it meant Yoken was in serious trouble…even dying. A chill went down his spine at the thought of losing Yoken. No matter how good a fighter she was, Yoken was still just a human being; made of flesh and blood. From where he stood, he could hear the thundering of horse hooves beating the earth. It was too dark to make out whether it was friend or foe coming towards them, but Hildor refused to give the order to close the gate. Yoken was out there.
 
   The first rider was almost on top of them when Hildor recognized Hulmer. What made his blood run cold was the horse following him, its rider lying across the saddle. For the first time in a very long time, since leaving the Brothers, Hildor prayed. No matter how skillful a fighter Yoken was, she wasn't invincible. As more riders poured through the City gates, Hildor, pushed through the throng to get to the Healer's chambers.
 
   He was out of breath when he pushed through the wooden door to the healer's chamber, to find Hulmer and Gaybor bent over a blood-soaked body. Yoken was laid out on her back, unmoving.
 
   “Is she alive? Please tell me she's alive,” he barked as he approached the bed. Hulmer turned to keep him away. “Let me go. I need to see her.”
 
   “ Gaybor needs space to work. Every moment counts,” the General growled at Hildor. Hidden behind Hulmer's grave tone, Hildor could hear a sliver of panic and that alone made him push the large soldier out of his way. Looking down at the bleeding body of his sister, a single tear rolled down his face. There was a dagger stuck in her back, causing rivulets of blood to soak through the sheets underneath Yoken. Oh Yoken! To so many, she was their leader, but to him she was simply his big sister; the only person who loved him unconditionally and whom he adored. He took a shaky breath and wiped at the tear.
 
   “Now you listen here, you big dumb warrior. We've come a long way for you to give up now. We need you to embark on the toughest battle of your life and fight to live.” He swallowed hard as he watched Gaybor tear the shirt off Yoken's back. “We need you. I need you. Leander needs you. Please fight.” He stepped away on trembling knees to give the Healer more space to work. “I will inform your queen that you are fine and will recover fully. Don't make a liar out of me.”
 
   He stood next to Hulmer, quiet as they watch Gaybor study the wound. When the Healer spoke suddenly, they both were startled by the breach of silence.
 
   “Thanks to the bandages around her chest, the wound is not deep and missed vital organs.” The Healer straightened up from where he was bent over Yoken. “However, the blade was dipped in poison. It's evident from the purple stain around the wound.”
 
   “Can you help her?” Hulmer asked tensely.
 
   Gaybor shook his head slowly. “I've never encountered this type of poison before.”
 
   Hildor grabbed the man by his collar and spun him around. “Lying on that bed is my sister, Gaybor, and I expect you as a healer to do your job and heal her.”
 
   Hulmer quickly stepped in to pull Hildor from the man. “We need to keep our wits, Hildor.” He turned to the Healer. “There must be something you can do?”
 
   Gaybor pushed his fingers through his sparse hair. “There is, but you're not going to like it.”
 
   “Just tell us, man!” Hildor shouted.
 
   “The Queen is quite adept in poisonous potions. If anyone could save Yoken then she could.”
 
   For a moment there was a stunned silence. Hildor turned to Hulmer to find the man scratching his beard. Yoken would kill them for this. Leander would discover Yoken's secret and all this would be for nothing. The worst case scenario, however, was to let Yoken die. He turned on his heel and made for the door.
 
   “Hildor…?” Hulmer called out softly.
 
   “I'm getting Leander. No matter what happens, I'm not losing Yoken.” He slipped out the door before anyone could stop him.
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   Leander moaned at the harsh treatment to her body as she was jerked upright to find an anxious Hildor looming over her. She instinctively covered her face, a precaution from when Gladwan would come to her bed drunk or frustrated and in the need mete out vengeance. Immediately the hands fell away from her and when she twisted her head to look at Hildor, it was to find him looking at her with tears swimming in his eyes. She was wide awake instantly.
 
   “Hildor?”
 
   “Yoken will die if you don't help us.”
 
   “Yoken! Oh Yoken…what happened?” She threw her legs off the bed and swayed slightly as she pushed to her feet. She forcefully pushed through her dizzy spell. Yoken was dying. “What do you need?”
 
   “Yoken was poisoned and the Healer can't help us. Please say you can.” Hildor begged softly as the tears began to course down his pale cheeks.
 
   She stumbled over to her chest and pulled out a bulging satchel.
 
   “Let's go.” She grabbed Hildor's arm and dragged him with her out the room and down the hallways to the healer's chambers. Over the past few months she'd spend quite a lot of time with Gaybor, exchanging potions and treatment ideas. When they reached the chambers, Hulmer and the Healer were standing over the bloodied body of Yoken. She quickly rushed to the bedside. The healer had cleaned the wound and she immediately spotted the purple tint around the wound. She sighed in relief. Lectin. She had accounted many such cases in Mooldara. If left untreated for more than two candle marks, the victim's blood would thicken until it stopped dead in the veins. The victim will suffocate if not treated quickly.
 
   “I need a hot blade, fresh cloths and a lot of hot water.” She opened her satchel and rummaging through it, pulled out a pouch filled with herbs. “Hildor, grind these into a powder. Be quick about it for we don't have much time.” The men sprang into action, leaving Leander alone with Yoken. She didn't know how long he'd been out, but the free-flowing blood oozing out the wound, was enough proof that they still had time to reverse the effects of the poison. She gently ran her hand through Yoken's hair. Don't die on me, my warrior. You promised to declare your love to me later tonight.
 
   “Milady, I have the cloths and the hot water. The General will present the blade shortly,” Gaybor said as he came to kneel next to the cot. “What can I do to help?”
 
   “I need to cauterize the wound.”
 
   “The blade,” Hulmer said as he held out a shouldering blade.
 
   Leander took the blade and pressed it against the gushing wound. A soft moan escaped Yoken's lips and leaning closer, Leander gently ‘shushed' the warrior. “It hurts, I know, my love, but it'll make you feel better.” She turned to Hildor. “I need the powder, Hildor.”
 
   Hildor came rushing over from where he had been grinding the herbs at the table in the corner of the chambers. “I'm done.”
 
   “Water. I need water to mix it.” She grabbed the carafe Hulmer held out and quickly mixed the powder. “Open his mouth.” She poured the mixture down Yoken's throat and watched as Yoken coughed, trying to bring up the medicine. “Don't let him spit it out.” As Hildor clinched Yoken's mouth shut, Leander gently massaged his throat. When Yoken had swallowed the bitter brew, she sat back and looked at the men's anxious faces. “Now we need to wait. His breathing will come more easily in a few short moments; a sign that all will be well.”
 
   She watched Yoken anxiously, waiting.
 
   They all sighed loudly when Yoken unexpectedly gasped for breath. Leaning back, Leander smiled as a lone tear trickled down her cheek.
 
   “You need to protect the City now, General Hulmer. You can take Gaybor with you while Hildor and I watch over Yoken.”
 
   Hulmer hesitated and she shook her head. “We'll be fine. Go.”
 
   Leander slowly climbed to her feet when she heard the door close behind her. Without a last lingering look at Yoken, she walked over to stand in front of the window, her thoughts in turmoil.
 
   “Milady...Leander?”
 
   Sighing deeply, Leander turned to look at him. “Do you remember what you said to me the day of the joust?”
 
   Hildor blinked at her. “I…I've said a lot of things to you that day, milady.”
 
   “You did,” she said softly, before turning back to look through the window. The moon was full, basking the night sky in its brilliant rays. “I've asked you whether there were any warrior alive who would allow a woman free will.”
 
   There was a short silence, before Hildor cleared his throat. “I do now. However, I fail to see the relevance to our current situation.”
 
   Leander turned to face him, her eyes holding Hildor's. “I do understand now what you were trying to tell me back then.” She looked at Yoken. “You said that things will be different with Yoken. I will be respected and treated like an equal.”
 
   Hildor looked uncomfortable as he looked at her. “I remember saying something to that effect. I still don't get what you're trying to say.”
 
   Biting down on her lower lip, Leander walked over to the cot and stood, looking down at a slumbering Yoken. “Before I married Gladwan, I used to assist our Healer back home, especially when the army returned from battle.” She gently ran a finger down Yoken's pale cheek. “I've treated many men, more than I can remember.”
 
   “What are you trying to say, Leander?” Hildor asked quietly.
 
   Leander swallowed passed the knot in her throat. “Yoken is a woman,” she said softly as she walked passed a stunned Hildor and left the chamber.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
    
 
   Hildor turned to the door when he heard it open again, hoping that Leander had returned. He sighed in disappointment when he found Hulmer standing in the doorway. The soldier looked at the sleeping Yoken before he turned his gaze on Hildor.
 
   “How's she doing?”
 
   Hildor exhaled noisily. “She'll live, but I don't know for how much longer.”
 
   “What?” Hulmer quickly walked over the cot. “I thought you said she would live.”
 
   “Physically, yes,” Hildor muttered as he, too, neared the cot. He looked down at Yoken for a long moment before he continued. “Leander knows.” When he looked at Hulmer, it was to find the man staring back at him with a deep sadness in his eyes.
 
   “How did she take it?”
 
   “I don't know. She…she just left.”
 
   The room was quiet as they both looked down at Yoken. Hildor shook his head slowly as he leaned over to brush the damp tresses out of Yoken's face. If only Yoken had been born a man, everything would've been so much easier for her. If only there was a way for him to reverse everything that had happened in the last hour; of course without Yoken ending up dead.
 
   “What are we going to do?” Hulmer said, suddenly looking so much older than he did when he'd entered the room. “She was going to find out anyway, you know. Did Yoken have a plan on how he was going to tell her?”
 
   Hildor smiled at Hulmer's use of the male pronoun. Yoken had stopped being a woman to her men the day she became their fearless leader. If only Leander could see pass Yoken's sex and accept her for the person she is. Hildor shuddered at the thought of how Yoken would react once they told her that Leander knew. “Yes, she would have, but probably not the way Leander found out tonight.”
 
   Hulmer straightened his shoulders. “I'll go talk to her.”
 
   “And say what?”
 
   Hulmer shrugged. “Anything…and everything.”
 
   “You're a brave man, Hulmer.” He smiled warmly at the soldier. “I wouldn't even know where to start.”
 
   “At the beginning,” Hulmer threw over his shoulder as he turned to leave.
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   Dazed, Leander maneuvered her way through the bustling hallways to her chambers. Once in the security of her chambers, she walked straight to the balcony. In the distance she could see the fires of her father's army. She hadn't even asked about what had transpired after Yoken had rushed her out of the tent. Her concern had only been for Yoken.
 
   Yoken.
 
   She swallowed the tears that threatened to fall. Yoken who turned out to be a…lie. She shook her head, the action causing a teardrop to escape and run down her cheek. She has done a lot of crying tonight and will probably continue to do so for a very long time. How was it possible that she couldn't have known? It was only when she was massaging Yoken's throat that she noticed the absence of an Adam's apple. Even then, at that very moment of realization, saving Yoken's life overshadowed everything. More tears fell. The thought of a world without Yoken in it was too much to imagine. Knowing what she knew now, there would probably never be a future for the two them together, but as long as Yoken was alive somewhere, she could survive the secret of being in love with a woman.
 
   “Leander?”
 
   Leander spun around to find Amani standing behind her, a limp doll clutched to her chest. She was surprised to not have heard the girl entering her room. She quickly wiped the tears from her cheeks before she walked over to take the girl's hand and led her to the bed.
 
   “Why are you still awake?” she asked gently as she helped the child onto the big bed.
 
   “I want Yoken.”
 
   Her breath caught as she looked at the child, only noticing that Amani's eyes were wide and scared. Did she know? “It's rather late and your minder would not be happy to find that you're still awake.”
 
   The child shook her head vigorously. “I want Yoken,” she repeated, her lower lip quivering slightly. “Please.”
 
   At hearing that, Leander's eyes filled with tears. The child was always so in tune with Yoken's moods, almost as if they were sharing the same blood. For some reason the child knew that something had happened to Yoken. She recalled the time when in their absence Amani had refused to sleep or eat until she had been reunited with Yoken.
 
   “I'll take you to Yoken,” she began and smiled when she saw the blue eyes lit up almost instantly, “but you should be careful with her, for Yoken got injured.” The blue eyes darkened slightly. “No need to worry, little one, she'll be fine in a day or so. Now let's go.”
 
   The moment they neared the door, there was soft knock. Opening it, Leander's knees buckled at the sight of Hulmer.
 
   “Yoken? Did something happen?”
 
   Hulmer quickly held up his hand. “No, Lord Yoken is fine.”
 
   Leander let out a shaky breath. “Good. We were just about to go see milord.”
 
   “Oh,” Hulmer sounded surprised, but he smiled when he looked at Amani. “Then allow me to escort you beautiful ladies.” He bent down to pick up Amani.
 
   They were walking in silence for a few moments when Leander spoke again. “Why were you looking for me, General?”
 
   Hulmer smiled down at Amani. “Yoken was feeling lonely and I thought I'd come find the two of you to visit with him.”
 
   Leander winced inside at the sound of the male pronoun. When she looked at Hulmer, it was to find him staring with a strange look on his face. She nodded curtly and they continued the rest of their walk in silence.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   As was her custom, Yoken's senses were the first to awaken as she laid unmoving, taking stock of her injuries. The room was quiet, except for the deep breathing of someone in close proximity of the cot she was lying on. The familiar smell of herbal potions assailed her nose and she sighed inwardly. It happened too often now that she found herself on her back…in this case on her stomach in the healing chamber. Swallowing against the dryness in her throat she tried to speak as she struggled to roll onto her back. Strong hands quickly stilled her movements.
 
   “What happened this time?” she croaked.
 
   “You're awake,” Hildor whispered, his voice warm with relief. “Would you like some water?” He reached over for the cup and brought it to Yoken's lips.
 
   After taking a few sips, Yoken turned her head slightly indicating that she'd had enough. She took a deep breath allowing the cool liquid to lubricate her parched throat. She looked back at Hildor. Her brother was gently padding her shoulder and rolled her onto her back, an action which made Yoken grimace at the sharp pain that shot through her. Once the pain had subsided slightly, she again focused her attention on Hildor.
 
   “Are you crying?”
 
   “Of course not,” Hildor whispered even as he wiped at the tears on his cheek.
 
   Considering the obvious lie, Yoken took mental stock of her injuries. She felt a dull pain in her back, but it was the queasiness in her stomach that made her frown.
 
   “What happened?” She watched as Hildor struggled to form his words. “Hildor, what happened?” Her heart suddenly began to race. “Leander? Where's Leander? Is she okay?”
 
   “Yoken…” Hildor began, but he didn't get to continue as Yoken surged out of bed with surprising strength for someone who was injured. Hildor scrambled to push her down. “No, don't move, you idiot. You almost died.”
 
   Yoken pushed against Hildor's hands, but weaker than normal, she felt her strength drain at an alarming rate. “Please tell me Leander is safe, brother.” Tears were pooling in her eyes. “Is she okay?”
 
   Hildor swallowed hard. “She's…she…she…”
 
   “I'm right here, milord,” a voice said from the door and Yoken turned her head to see Leander standing in the doorway. Her eyes frantically ran over Leander in a quick inspection. “Leander…” she breathed softly, her fears settling fast. She cocked her head to the side when, instead of coming to her immediately, Leander remained standing at the door.
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   Even before she had made her presence known, seeing Yoken awake, had caused an indescribable heat coursing through her body. Was it joy? Anger, perhaps? She swallowed hard. Or love? Leander stood, rooted to the spot, as she watched how Yoken's joy at seeing her slowly morphed into confusion and, finally, panic. Yet she still hesitated, her eyes focused on Yoken's throat where the lack of an Adam's apple screamed in its absence. In the short moment of hesitation, Amani called out Yoken's name and began squirming in Hulmer's arms. The soldier quickly placed the girl on the floor and they all watched as the child ran over to cot. What followed next, made Leander's heart clench at the tenderness the child showed to the injured warrior.
 
   Amani's small hand was clutched in Yoken's sweaty hair as she placed a soft kiss against Yoken's pale cheek. They were all quiet as Amani continued to stroke Yoken's hair, her forehead pressed to Yoken's as the two simply looked deep into each other's eyes. Leander looked on, once again stunned by the affection Yoken and the child bore each other. If only the chasm between her and Yoken could be bridged so easily, so tenderly.
 
   “Yoken?”
 
   “Yes, my angel,” Yoken answered softly.
 
   “Why do you always get hurt? Are you not a good knight?”
 
   Next to Leander, Hulmer snorted his amusement, causing Hildor to break out in soft chuckles.
 
   “I had someone more important than myself to protect, little one,” Yoken said carefully and Leander took a shuddering breath, knowing very well who that person was.
 
   “Then you're a very good knight,” Amani said as she rewarded Yoken with another kiss of her ruby red lips. She caught Yoken's head in a tight hug and held on for a long moment. “Maybe you should just be more careful next time when you protect Leander,” she whispered, loud enough for everyone in the room to hear.
 
   Both Hulmer and Hildor burst out in loud guffaws, causing Yoken and Leander to blush violently.
 
   “I promise to be more careful in the future.” She placed a kiss on the girl's forehead. “Now it's late and you need to sleep if you want to grow tall and strong.”
 
   Amani smiled broadly. “Like you?”
 
   “Even taller and stronger than me,” Yoken responded. “Maybe then, you could protect me.”
 
   “I will always protect you, Yoken,” Amani promised solemnly before she kissed Yoken and walked over to Leander to hug her legs. “Goodnight, Leander.” She took hold of Hulmer's hand unceremoniously pulled the large man out the door. Leander smiled at the tenacity of the girl. She would sure grow up to be a strong-willed woman, just like… She cut the thought short and threw a quick glance at Yoken. She noticed the meaningful look that passed between Yoken and Hildor.
 
   Hildor leaned over the cot and pressed a kiss against Yoken's temple. “I'm glad you're well. I'll visit again later.” With a curt nod at Leander he left the chamber. For a short moment the room was filled by silence as they both looked at each other. Yoken was the first to break the silence.
 
   “You know, don't you?” Yoken said quietly.
 
   Leander averted her eyes. She had known that they would have to talk about this, but she didn't expect Yoken to raise the matter so soon, so unexpectedly.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Look at me, Leander,” Yoken ordered softly. Leander slowly looked up and her breath caught in her throat at the look of love in Yoken's eyes. “I love you.”
 
   Leander's eyes slammed shut at the declaration. Earlier, so much earlier, she would've rejoiced at hearing that. Now, all she felt was confusion and fear. Confusion, because she didn't know how to respond; and scared because she wasn't sure whether she was strong enough to oppose societal norms. She had too many people to consider.
 
   “Leander?”
 
   She opened her eyes, but couldn't get herself to look at Yoken.
 
   “I…I…” She swallowed hard. “I'm sorry.”
 
   There was a long silence in which she didn't look at Yoken. Just when the silence was becoming almost too unbearable, Yoken spoke.
 
   “I understand.”
 
   Her eyes shot full of tears at the pain she heard in Yoken's voice, but what made them spill over and rush down her cheeks, was the fact that Yoken was not going to push her on this. Was Yoken ever going to be less wonderful? She turned and rushed out the door before she completely broke down in front of the person who risked death to protect her.
 
   And all for love.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken lay still, unmoving; surprised that after such a blow, she was still alive. She could still feel the pain in her back, the queasiness in her stomach had worsened, but at least it proved she was still alive.
 
   Her heart pounded still, but this time much slower than usual. Yoken couldn't help but think that her heart was rebelling against the thought of having to carry all the burden, while the rest of her body was still functioning. It probably wanted to stop just to spite the rest of her body. She slowly moved her eyes, which had been fastened on the door since Leander had stormed out. Warm rivulets ran down her cheeks and were eagerly soaked up by the pillow under her head. She took a deep breath and ignoring the pain in her back, pushed herself into a seated position. She needed to move. It wouldn't help her much, lying here alone and moping. She threw the sheet off and was relieved to find that she was still clad in her breeches.
 
   Her love for Leaner had mapped out the course of her life, but with every step, there had always been one other person she had to take into account…now two. Hildor and Amani. She had to be strong for them, live for them. They needn't know that while she lived for them, she would simply be existing for herself. She pushed to her feet and swayed wildly, but she locked her jaw. She will stand. She stared at the floor, trying to steady herself as her body swayed dangerously. When her willpower and equilibrium had fought and made peace, she walked over to the crude cupboard where she found a shirt and leather vest. Gaybor always kept a few sets of clothes for her in there. Grinding her teeth against the pain, she shrugged on a shirt and vest.
 
   Dressed, she stood quietly for a moment. Grey eyes swam into focus and she allowed the tears that came with the image free rein. She leaned forward until her forehead rested against the cool wooden surface of the cupboard.
 
   For the first time in a very, very long time, Yoken allowed herself to cry. Deep, loud, cleansing sobs tore through her broken body as she capitalized on the moment. Too soon, she pushed away from the cupboard and wiped her cheeks. Taking her deep breath and pushing back her shoulders, she turned and left the healing chamber.
 
   Over the years she'd been a patient in many healing chambers, every time she left, healed and ready to fight another battle.
 
   She will make it a point never to return to this one again.
 
   This was the only one where she had left a living corpse.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Leander found herself in front of Ingram's room. She quickly wiped her tears and entered. Instantly, fresh tears filled her eyes at the sight that greeted her. Sitting around Ingram's bed, was her parents. Her eyes immediately zeroed in on her mother, ignoring her father completely. She took in the soldier's uniform and immediately connected the dots. Her mother had been the soldier that her father wanted Yoken to take with them. She didn't delve into why her mother was disguised as a soldier, all she knew now was that she needed her mother. She rushed forward and into her mother's arms. The dam broke the moment Leander felt her mother's arms folding around her. It has been too long since she'd held her mother this close. Gladwan never wanted her to visit Mooldara. Maybe it was out of fear that she would never return, Leander didn't know. All she knew was that he did her a great wrong keeping her away from her mother. She moaned softly as her mother's hand brushed over her hair.
 
   “Mother.”
 
   “My daughter.”
 
   “I'm broken, mother,” Leander gasped as she held onto her mother.
 
   Dunhilda, the Queen of Mooldara, pulled her daughter to a corner in the room and Leander followed meekly. Leander stood still as her mother's eyes raked over her. Dark eyes, a little darker than Yoken's met hers. She quickly averted her eyes, but not for long. A soft finger under her chin brought her eyes up to meet the dark orbs.
 
   “For as long as I've known you, and that's even before you were born, you've never hidden from me,” Dunhilda said quietly. “What is haunting you, my child?”
 
   Leander took a shuddering breath as she looked deep into her mother's eyes. “I've been looking for a piece of meat amongst a pack of starving wolves.”
 
   For a moment confusion colored her mother's expression, before slowly, understanding dawned. Dunhilda sighed deeply before she turned to look at the two men, watching them closely.
 
   “Let's talk on the balcony,” she said as she turned back to Leander, who allowed herself to be led to the balcony.
 
   It was cool outside, but not enough to make it uncomfortable for them to be out there. Leander turned back to her mother. Dunhilda was looking out over the city, a wistful expression on her face.
 
   “Mother?”
 
   Without looking back at her, Dunhilda spoke. “I had always wished I had felt that way about your father when we got betrothed.” Dunhilda's eyes were hollow as they looked at her. “He was not what I'd wanted.”
 
   Leander was shocked by the admission. She swallowed hard as she studied her mother. Had she heard her mother correctly? For as long as she could remember, her parents were the most congenial couple she'd known. Could she have been reading the signs wrong?
 
   “I don't…I don't understand what you're trying to tell me, mother,” she said softly. “Are you telling me that you've never loved father?”
 
   Dunhilda turned so she was facing Leander. “No, I love your father. I always will, but that is not important right now.”
 
   Leander shook her head. “It is, mother. I've always wanted to have what you and father have.”
 
   “But you have better, my child,” came Dunhilda's calm reply.
 
   Grabbing her head with both hands, Leander turned away from her mother. What was this? Nothing was making sense. “You don't really know my situation, yet you speak as if you do.” She turned to her mother, her eyes showing her frustration. “If you're going to speak in riddles then I don't think we need to continue this discussion. Instead let's talk about why you had to disguise yourself as a soldier?”
 
   Dunhilda sighed as she turned away to look over the darkening city again. “Your father received threats from Sir Hesron and those joined with him.” She threw a glance at Leander. “Without Ingram there, he had no option but to give in to their demands.”
 
   Leander's mouth pulled into a sneer. “I know. He came here to retrieve his heir.” The pain of her father's rejection still left a rancorous taste on her tongue. She was surprised when her mother spun around to look at her. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
 
   “Your brother is hot-headed, as you well know. He disobeyed your father when he decided to come to your aid.”
 
   Leander blinked rapidly. “My aid? I don't understand.”
 
   Dunhilda leaned over and cupped Leander's cheek. “We came for you. Sir Hesron had a few of his men infiltrate your lover's army. Just a word from him and they would kill you.”
 
   My lover? Leander felt her mouth go dry at the thought of her mother thinking of Yoken as her lover. How misinformed they all were. The rest of her mother's words trickled through soon after and she cocked her head at her mother. Wait a minute…
 
   “You…you came for me?” She blinked harder. “You…Ingram…you came for me?”
 
   Dunhilda smiled warmly. “Had we known you had a warrior as a protector who, instead of coveting Armys, loved you so much, we would've considered a less dramatic approach.” Dunhilda rubbed over her lips. “You're indeed lucky, my child.”
 
   Leander could only stare at her mother, stunned. Her family…her father came for her. She turned her head until it rested on her father where he sat, gently stroking Ingram's hair. Guilt, raw and unforgiving, allowed tears to flood her eyes and spill over. At that moment, her father looked up. His eyes were warm with love as he met and held her gaze. Not excusing her from her mother, she walked from the balcony, into the room and over to the bed. King Geybrech rose as he looked at her, his eyes suddenly wary. She stood before her father, noticing only now how his shoulders hung in fatigue. He looked old, scared, but still so very relieved. With a soft sob, Leander threw herself in her father's arms. He desperately grabbed her close and held on, causing more tears to flow. Even if she could speak at that moment, Leander knew she would rather prefer the silence. Just as a child, she felt his lips brush over her hair. Time stood still as they held on to each other.
 
   “I hate to interrupt you, but I could also do with a hug round about now.”
 
   Leander reluctantly moved out of her father's embrace. They both looked down at Ingram, who looking utterly ridiculous with both his casted arms sticking out in the air, looked at them forlornly. She smiled at him through her tears. Whereas she had been trying to save him, he had been attempting the same. It ended in him looking like this now. She leaned over and pressed a tender kiss to his cheek.
 
   “Thank you, idiot.” At his blinding smile, she rewarded him with another kiss. “Why didn't you just tell me?”
 
   Blushing, he gave her what she believed was a semblance of a shrug, considering his condition. “If I had succeeded, I wanted Hesron to believe it couldn't be traced back to father.”
 
   Leander looked at her father and fell back into his arms. This time she kissed his cheek before she leaned back to look into his eyes. His harsh words to Rebecca had not been a rejection; instead it was his words as a father scared for his daughter.
 
   “You allowed me to say…” her voice broke. “How could you allow me to say that to you?”
 
   Geybrech smiled tenderly. “If keeping you alive meant you hating me….I could live with that.” He pressed a warm kiss to her forehead. “We were planning to rise up against Gladwan, but when your warrior unexpectedly entered the picture, we were all caught flatfooted. That's when Hesron came up with the idiotic plan to take on Lord Yoken. We thought the warlord would not surrender Armys so easily, but we were none the wiser that he won Armys for you.”
 
   Leander shrugged. “Nor did I.”
 
   “The love he bears you is one rarely heard of, daughter.” The king shook his head. “He stood there and declared his love for you, not caring whether or not it made him look vulnerable.” A tear trailed down the king's cheek. “I always believed I was the only man who could love you like that.”
 
   Listening to her father's words, Leander felt more tears running down her face. She had to tell them that their happiness was rather short-lived. Looking at their smiling faces, she took a deep breath, steading herself.
 
   “It's not to be,” she said softly as she wiped at the tears. “I…I can't be with…him”
 
   Three pairs of eyes met hers, disbelief in them. Leander averted her gaze, not wanting to see the disbelief change to disappointment. She stared at the floor, waiting for their reaction. Instead, silence reigned. When she finally couldn't stand the silence anymore, she looked up. Her father smiled at her. Ingram smirked, that same infuriating smirk she always wished she could've slapped off his face. Her mother's reaction was the most puzzling. Dunhilda looked scared and sad at the same time.
 
   “Love is not something that comes around every day, my child.” The dark eyes grew even darker. “It's even rarer coming from both sides.”
 
   Not knowing how to broach the subject, Leander walked to the door, intent on barricading herself in her chambers and cry herself to sleep. It was just when she touched the doorknob when her mother spoke again.
 
   “Is it because your warrior is a woman?”
 
   Leander spun around, almost toppling over at the abruptness of the movement.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken bit down hard on her teeth as she shrugged into her breastplate. The armory was empty when she entered, in search of her armor, thus there was no one to witness her vulnerability. She felt sweat beading on her forehead as she pulled at the strings on the side of her breastplate. The pain in her back was almost unbearable, but nothing compared to the complete wasteland which had once been her heart. For a moment she stopped and simply stood there, letting the pain engulf her whole being. If she was to live with this pain for the rest of her life then she might as well get used to it. As the pain spread through her chest, numbing her lungs, almost suffocating her, Yoken felt a warm rush on her cheeks. If she was lucky, she could bear this painful burden, without any outward signs. It will take a while, but the tears will stop. She gently wiped at them. They will be a constant companion for a while, so she needed to treat them as such.
 
   “Milord?”
 
   She took a deep breath and turned. She almost smiled at the mixture of concern and relief she read in the soldier's eyes. She was needed, even if it was only her presence.
 
   “Yes, Julon?”
 
   The man smiled broadly. “It is good to see you on your feet again, milord. Do you need any assistance?”
 
   “Not now,” she said quietly as she turned away to strap her sword to her waist. “Thank you.”
 
   “Yes, milord. The General is on the southern wall with the night patrol.” When he didn't leave immediately, she turned to look at him. He looked uncomfortable as he looked at her, before averting his eyes. “I would be honoured to accompany you to the wall, milord.”
 
   Yoken stared at him for a long moment. “I would like that, my good man.” Grabbing her shield, she came to stand before him. He slowly raised his head and she smiled at him. “Thank you again for your concern.” She slapped him on her shoulder. “Now let's go see what's happening outside.”
 
   When they reached the southern wall, Yoken was short of breath, but she refused to show it. Having been in command of men for as long as she had been, she knew that faced with a large army outside their wall, their men needed an invincible leader. She pushed her shoulders back and walked over to where she could make out the hulking figure of Hulmer. The men all snapped to attention as she neared them, prompting Hulmer to turn around.
 
   Hulmer's eyes widened slightly when he saw her. Then to Yoken's surprise, a look of admiration and love flashed in his eyes. He came to stand at her side and together they looked out over the wall. By her estimation, the army hadn't moved an inch.
 
   “Nothing has changed, it seems,” she noted quietly. “What are they waiting for?”
 
   “For one, we have their king and that worm Hesron is dead.” He looked sideways at Yoken. “The King conveyed his gratitude for your assistance.”
 
   Yoken frowned. “Assistance? Isn't it misplaced?”
 
   “No,” Hulmer moved so he was giving the men his back. “I spoke to the king earlier. It seems that it was Hesron's idea to try and wrestle Armys from you. He threatened to have his spies kill Leander if the King refused.”
 
   Yoken growled at hearing that. “His spies?”
 
   “We caught them. They disguised themselves as merchants, living amongst us for a month. The man who stabbed you was one of them.”
 
   “Did you kill them?”
 
   “I thought you would want the honor,” Hulmer said somberly. “They are in the dungeon.”
 
   “And the king?”
 
   “Rebecca is taking care of the King and his queen?”
 
   “Leander's mother is here too?” Yoken shook her head. “But how?”
 
   “She was disguised as one of the King's guards.”
 
   Yoken nodded slowly as she turned to look at the palace. Had things worked out differently, this would've been an opportune moment to ask for Leander's hand in marriage, considering that the Queen's whole family now resides under Yoken's roof.
 
   “Please make sure that they are comfortable and lack for nothing,” she said as she walked away. She will go to her chambers and try to sleep. Tomorrow, she'll visit with the Royal couple.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
    
 
   Leander's stunned gaze moved from her father to Ingram and finally settled on her mother. She slowly walked over to the bed and took a seat, lest her legs gave out. She sat quietly for a long moment, before she looked at her family. They were all looking back at her expectantly.
 
   “You knew.”
 
   King Geybrech nodded. “At first, no. We had heard of Lord Yoken's fierce reputation, but it was Ingram's idea to search for Lord Yoken's parents.” The king smiled. “A few bags of coins and a threat to never speak to anyone about Yoken, gave us what we needed.”
 
   Leander shook her head she looked at them. “It doesn't bother you that he…Yoken is a woman?”
 
   “Not at all,” Ingram offered eagerly. “Mother has a female lover.” King Geybrech reached out and cuffed Ingram soundly on the head. “Ouch! It's the truth.”
 
   Leander's jaw dropped as she stared at her mother. “Mother?”
 
   Dunhilda blushed. “Yes, it's true.”
 
   “But…but…” Leander closed her eyes tightly, sure that she was dreaming. When she opened them again, her mother stood before her.
 
   “Leander?”
 
   She looked at her mother, taking in the familiar features. Her mother and another woman? No, this was simply not possible. “I don't understand. What about father?”
 
   Her father moved over to them and wrapped his arm around her mother's waist. Dunhilda lifted her head to give her husband a warm look of love, causing Leander to grab her head in confusion.
 
   “This must surely be a joke,” she murmured as she shook her head. “Please tell me you are joking.”
 
   Geybrech chuckled. “We can't, because we're not joking. “He pressed a soft kiss on Dunhilda's lips. “As children, your mother and I met and became good friends. I knew of her proclivity and accepted her as she was.” He looked at his wife, his eyes impossibly tender. Leander realized that that was the look she'd always seen passed between her parents. “Before your grandfather could offer her hand in marriage to another man, I had my father step in.”
 
   Slightly frustrated at the fresh tears, she couldn't help but smile at the obvious love she witness between her parents. Her mind grounded to a halt. If her mother had a female lover then how…? Before she could really think it through, she spoke. “But what about Ingram and I?”
 
   She watched a slow smile spread over her father's face. “We did it the old-fashioned way.”
 
   A searing heat rushed over Leander's face and she quickly averted her eyes. “I'm sorry.” She heard her mother chuckle softly and looked up. Dunhilda brought her husband's hand to her lips, kissing it gently.
 
   “He's a good man; your father,” she said, looking lovingly into her husband's eyes. “And an exceptional lover.”
 
   Both Leander and Ingram groaned at hearing that.
 
   “Please, no more, mother,” Ingram said quickly, his face red with embarrassment. Leander simply looked away, her parents' laughter ringing loud in her ears.
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   Yoken sighed deeply as she lowered her body into the warm water. There are so few pleasures in life and a warm bath was one of them. She gently rolled her shoulder, moaning softly at the pain resulting from the action. Hoping that the warm water would ease the pain, she sank deeper into large tub. The heat of the water on the freshly cauterized wound made her close her eyes.
 
   “You really need to learn to take better care of yourself.”
 
   She opened her eyes to find Hildor standing in the door. He looked tired and there was a small frown on her forehead. “I'm not in the mood for preaching, Hildor. Say what you need to say and give me time to rest.”
 
   Anger flashed over Hildor's usually pleasant features as he walked deeper into the room, to stop and look down at her. “You don't want to be preached to? Shouldn't you rather be glad that you are still around to be preached to?” Yoken met his gaze stubbornly. Hildor pushed his fingers through his hair as he looked away. When after a short while he looked at her again, his eyes were swimming in tears. “You almost died.”
 
   Seeing her usually congenial brother like that, made Yoken sit up in the tub. “I'm sorry,” she said softly reaching out to touch his hand. “I promise you that I wasn't reckless at all. It was just a minute lapse of concentration from my side.” She squeezed his hand and swallowed when she received one in return. “I would never willingly put my life in danger; not when you expect me to return to you.”
 
   Hildor sniffed and wiped at his face with his free hand. “Then why were you out there on the wall when you should've been in bed?”
 
   “Because my men needed to see me out there, even if it was just for a short while.” She let go of his hand. “I have a country to defend too, Hildor, and you, Amani and my men need me to do that.”
 
   They stared at each other for a long while, before Hildor knelt next to the tub. “Let me see the wound.” Smiling at him, Yoken leaned forward and sat still as she felt his fingers run over the wound. “It looks fine, thanks to Leander's skill and knowledge about poisons.”
 
   Yoken grimaced at the sound of Leander's name. She had tried very hard and was almost succeeding in not thinking about Leander. Hildor came to his feet and sat on the edge on the tub. Intuitive, or observant, as always, he must've noticed her reaction.
 
   “What did you two talk about after we left?”
 
   “We didn't really talk much,” Yoken said curtly and scooped up a two handfuls of water to splash her face, hoping to hide the tears that brimmed in her eyes. “She doesn't want to be with me.”
 
   “Did she say so?”
 
   “I told her that I love her.” Yoken exhaled deeply. “In response, she ran out of the chamber.”
 
   Hildor grimaced. “She loves you too. Give her time to work through this.”
 
   Yoken looked at Hildor. “And what do I do in the meantime?”
 
   “Give her time….and space. You always wanted to visit the border posts. Why not do it now?”
 
   “I can't leave while there's a large army camped out on our doorstep.” Yoken stifled a yawn. “That would be asking for trouble.”
 
   “You're right. How about we sleep on it and talk again tomorrow?”
 
   “I concur.” She heaved her bulk out of the tub and shrugged into the dressing gown Hildor held out to her.
 
   “If you don't mind, I would like to stay in your room tonight.”
 
   Yoken quickly looked at Hildor and found him staring at the floor. How could she have missed how much she had scared him? Not to worsen the situation, she teased him. “What about that sweet servant girl you've been drooling over? She would make a much better bed mate.”
 
   Blushing, Hildor shrugged. “Variety is the spice of life, my dear sister.”
 
   “Well, choose a side and I swear I'll kick you out if you snore.”
 
   Hildor walked over and pulled her into a bear hug. “You're the one who snores.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
    
 
   Leander wiped at the tears on her face as she pushed out of her mother's embrace. Dunhilda cocked her head to the side, smiling. After a week of having her parents with her, Leander knew it was not going to be easy to let them go. Mooldara had been without a ruler for too long and they needed to go back.
 
   “You can still come with us, my love.”
 
   “No, I need to be here,” Leander said softly as she smiled at her mother.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   Leander shrugged. “I don't know.”
 
   Dunhilda chuckled. “I can live with that. Remember that we love you and you could come home anytime.”
 
   “My home is here.”
 
   “With your warrior?”
 
   Leander sighed softly. “Yoken's been avoiding me for the past week. I think father has seen more of him…” She bit down on her lip. “…of her than I did.”
 
   Dunhilda leaned closer. “What I've seen of your dazzling warrior, Yoken definitely qualifies to be called a ‘he'.” She winked saucily as she pulled back. “One night in his bed and you'll never doubt that again.”
 
   “Mother!” Leander scolded softly as she looked around to see if they'd been overheard. Luckily her father was standing at his horse talking to Yoken and Ingram was settled in a wagon a few feet away. “You shouldn't say things like that.”
 
   “Why not? You're in for the best sex of your life,” Dunhilda hissed. She turned to look at Yoken. “Your warrior is by far the most beautiful specimen I've seen in a very long while.”
 
   Blushing, Leander followed her mother's gaze and immediately felt that odd fluttering in her stomach she got every time she'd seen Yoken over the past week. She swears it must be something to do with what her mother had told her about what could happen between two women. The one night, after supper, her mother had followed Leander to her chamber. Filled with a good meal and flushed by a few glasses too many, her mother had not minced her words when she told Leander about what to expect if she were ever to allow Yoken to her bed. Shamefaced by what her mother had said that night, but also extremely curious, she had gobbled up every word falling from her mother's lips.
 
   Since that night she'd seen Yoken only at mealtimes. The warrior was friendly and respectful, but never tried to approach her alone. Every time she met the dark eyes, it felt as if something rough was scraping her inside, igniting a heat that no amount of water could douse.
 
   “I take it you're seeing what I'm seeing?” Leander was jerked back to reality and found her mother looking at her, her eyes bright with amusement. Dunhilda pressed another kiss to her cheek. “Disregard every piece of advice I've ever given you. Also don't try to fight the obvious.” With that said, Dunhilda walked to the wagon, leaving Leander staring after her in surprise.
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   Yoken smiled at King Geybrech. “My army is at your disposal anytime, milord. You need only send word.
 
   The king shook his head slowly. “Your reputation is justly deserved, Lord Yoken, but your hospitality and friendship will feature forever in the songs at Mooldara.”
 
   “No need for such an honor, Your Majesty. It was an honor to help and I would do so for as long as Mooldara needs me.” Yoken said earnestly. The king bowed low and when their eyes met again, Yoken was puzzled by the look in the king's eyes.
 
   “I've never given you an answer.”
 
   “I don't follow, milord.” Yoken studied the king closely.
 
   “My answer is yes. You have my blessing to marry my daughter.” Yoken blinked at the man. Before she could respond, the King was already mounting his horse. “I couldn't have chosen a better mate for my daughter…ever.”
 
   As the King's entourage moved on, Yoken became aware of the presence moving closer and turned to find Leander standing next to her. It had been absolute torture the past week to see her every day and not talk to her; touch her… kiss her. Yoken mentally shrug to rid herself of the futile thoughts and smiled down at Leander.
 
   “You could still go with them, if you really want. Limos will be here when you return.” No one will know how much it really hurt her to make that suggestion, but at the moment, she felt it was one she thought she had to make. She was still baffled by Leander's decision to stay. But then, Armys rightfully belonged to Leander. Maybe it shouldn't have come as a surprise.
 
   “No. I'm needed here.” Their eyes met and held for a moment. “A lot has happened in the past few days. It would serve no purpose to alarm the people.”
 
   “You're right,” Yoken agreed, her heart plummeting. She needed to get away from Leander before she did or said something incriminating. “If you'll excuse me, milady.” She bowed low and turning on her heel walking over to where Hulmer spoke with some of the men. They all turned to her when she joined him. “What are you doing standing around like this. I thought we'd meet on the practice grounds.” She looked from the men to Hulmer. Her shoulder felt a bit stiff and she could do with a few warm-up exercises.
 
   “I was hoping to speak to you about that. Do you have a moment, milord?” Hulmer said quickly. The other men quickly made themselves scarce. “Gresler is getting married tomorrow. I thought we could give the men a respite of two days to celebrate. Does that meet with your approval?”
 
   Yoken smiled. Gresler was one of her men. He joined her ragtag group of mercenaries about two years ago after losing his young wife and child during childbirth. She had not had much contact with him on a personal level, but she knew that he was a good soldier and a very loyal one. After all that's happened, the men could do with a short break. She doubted very much if the former Armysi soldiers were invited, but she hoped some would show. It would help strengthening the ties between the two factions.
 
   “You know the men better than I do, Hulmer. I'll go with whatever you've decided; provided of course, that I'm also invited.”
 
   Hulmer grinned. “You're our guest of honor, milord. See you at the inn near the baker's hut tonight.” Hulmer cocked his head to the side as he studied her. “Is your shoulder plaguing you again? Would you like to train for a few hours?”
 
   “I thought you would never ask.”
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Leander was still staring after Yoken; her thoughts a jumbled mess, when a voice spoke behind her.
 
   “I never truly thanked you for saving Yoken's life.”
 
   Recognizing Hildor's voice, she turned to face him, wary. It shocked her little to notice that he looked slightly older than the last time she'd seen him. With her parents in the palace, she had almost exclusively spent time with them. Since his injury at the hand of Ingram's man, Hildor had not shown any willingness to seek her out again, except for the night of Yoken's illness. She knew that they will probably never reclaim the camaraderie they'd shared before, but she still missed the time they'd spent together.
 
   “No need to thank me,” she said carefully, not knowing what to say further.
 
   “I would be grossly unappreciative if I didn't thank you, milady.” Hildor smiled at her. “Would you care for a short walk? We…uh…haven't spoken in a while.”
 
   Leander was surprised by the invitation. “I wasn't sure you'd want to talk to me again considering what happened.” Something flashed in Hildor's eyes. “But I would love to walk with you.”
 
   In silence, they slowly made their way down the bustling streets, skillfully dodging children and merchant alike as they continued towards the city gates. Leander was pleasantly surprised to notice that the people appeared happy and relaxed. It was such a difference from when Gladwan was still alive. A woman approached her and held out a basket filled with apples and cheese.
 
   “For you, your highness,” she offered shyly.
 
   “Thank you.” She accepted the gift gracefully and watched as the woman moved back to her small stall. Hildor held out his hand and she handed the basket to him.
 
   “You're loved and respected,” Hildor said quietly as he studied the contents of basket. “I think that was what attracted Yoken to you in the first place.”
 
   Blinking at the offhand remark, Leander came to a stop and looked at Hildor. “I don't know what you mean.”
 
   Hildor shrugged. “When we were children we came to Limos with our father. Not even the numerous warnings from our father could keep us away from the marketplace.” He took out an apple and rubbing it against his shirt, bit into it. “We saw you for the first time, right here.” He pointed at a dairy stall. “You were talking to some of the children.” He turned to smile at her. “You looked so beautiful and happy.”
 
   Not knowing where the conversation was going, Leander took in the area around her. It's been ages since she last walked amongst her people like this. With Gladwan's enemies growing in numbers, she'd been confined to the castle as per her husband's orders. But yes, she remembered a time when she could walk around freely, soaking up the sounds and smells of the marketplace. It was especially nice to interact with the children, listening to their chatter. But Hildor was wrong on one thing. She wasn't really happy, maybe just relieved to have escaped the oppressive confines of the palace.
 
   “Having lost our mother at a very young age, you were the first woman we both felt drawn to,” Hildor continued. “We kept sneaking out to the marketplace to watch you, but we never saw you again after that first time. We left Limos soon afterwards.”
 
   It struck Leander then that she didn't know much about Yoken. Ashamed, she also realized that she never really tried to ask him about his life. She swallowed hard. “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   Hildor tossed the core of the apple in a garbage container before he turned to face her. “Because, Leander, you're on the brink of making the biggest mistake of your life.” He moved away from her, leaving Leander staring after him in shock. What a way for the two of them to reconnect, she thought as she slowly followed him.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Yoken slammed her tankard on the table. She had forgotten how much fun it was to get drunk with her men. It had become a ritual for them, to breakout a few wineskins or a barrel of ale, after a battle. Beside their lethal reputation as warriors, Yoken and her men were also renowned for their drinking and whoring. They were equally good on both fronts. A serving wench sashayed passed her table and Yoken smiled at the eager hands reaching out for her. A few months ago, she would've had the wench squirming in her lap almost as soon she'd entered the inn. However, those days have passed. Even though Leander didn't want her, Yoken knew that she would never ever be able to return to the person she once was. Her eyes lazily traced over the woman's full figure, coming to rest on her ample bosom. She would give everything to be able to drag the wench up the stairs and bury herself as deep as humanly possible inside the woman. She reached for her tankard and drained it in one breath. If only her body and heart could catch up to her brain. Instead, all she felt as she looked at the woman was a deep-seated fear that she would never be able to be with another woman ever again.
 
   “What kind of celebration is this where the Guest of Honor has to make do with an empty tankard?” she bellowed to the amusement of her men. If she wasn't going to get laid, then getting drunk was more than good enough.
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   The two kitchen maids stepped out of the kitchen, both sighing deeply.
 
   “I swear the kitchen is hotter than the fires of Hades. We should ask to have another window in there,” the one girl said as she lifted her flushed face to take advantage of on the cool night air. A companionable silence reigned before the other woman spoke up.
 
   “I hope Rasten has fed the children. I doubt I'll have the strength to cook for them when I get home later.”
 
   “You wish,” the first woman snorted. “There will be very few men standing in Limos tonight.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Have you not heard of the stag party at Darbern's Inn? All that is male in Limos will be drinking and whoring until daybreak.”
 
   “I doubt Lord Yoken would allow such a thing,” the one woman scoffed. “These men are soldiers, after all.”
 
   A soft chuckling sounded. “Lord Yoken is leading the festivities. Earlier today most of Darbern's girls were bathing and priming themselves to catch Lord Yoken's eye. I'm sure you've heard of Lord Yoken's appetite when it comes to women.”
 
   Giggling, the two women entered the kitchen, none the wiser of the shadow breaking away from where it had been standing in the shadowy part of the garden.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
    
 
   The sound reverberated through the room, producing a shrill cry from Rebecca where she was busy readying the bed for Leander. At the sight of the obviously spooked maid, Leander almost regretted her juvenile act of slamming the door shut behind her.
 
   “Milady,” Rebecca rushed over to look Leander over. “What happened? Are you unwell?”
 
   Without acknowledging the woman, Leander brushed passed her maid, walking over to the table to lift the decanter of wine. “I assume it is safe to drink this wine,” she snapped as she rested a withering gaze on Rebecca.
 
   “Yes, milady,” Rebecca said, a slight flush staining her cheeks. “I would never attempt to drug you ever again.”
 
   “Good,” Leander muttered as she poured herself a glass of wine which she downed in one single breath. She exhaled loudly, before she poured another glass. With her back to Rebecca, she was unaware of the incredulous look on the maid’s face. After refilling her glass, she turned to face Rebecca. “So, what can you tell me about a place called Darbern’s Inn?”
 
   Rebecca’s eyes grew wide, making Leander fear that they might pop out of their sockets. “I…I don’t quite understand, milady.”
 
   “You heard me, Rebecca. What do you know of the place?”
 
   “Uh…I don’t know much about the place, except that the men flock over there for the…” She blushed as she averted her eyes. “It’s not a place for a lady, milady.”
 
   Having had her fears confirmed, Leander drained the glass of wine. At that moment she cursed the need that drove her out to the garden to process her earlier conversation with Hildor. Had she not been out there she wouldn’t have overheard the kitchen maids. But she did! And now there was something so violently alien inside her that made her feel like breaking things. Talking about breaking things…she flung the glass across the room until it exploded against the wall.  Rebecca squeaked in fright as she jumped for cover.
 
   “Did you know about the stag party being hosted there tonight?” She turned to Rebecca to find the woman still staring at the shards of glass littering the floor. “Rebecca!”
 
   The woman jumped at the sharp tone. “My apologies, milady.”
 
   “Were you aware of the stag party being held there tonight?”
 
   Rebecca swallowed hard. “I…yes, milady. I heard it from Neva, the chambermaid. She’s the one getting married.”
 
   Leander made her way back to the decanter of wine and was pouring another glass of wine, when an image unexpectedly began to run through her mind. She stood, stunned, as she saw Yoken’s body glided over that of a faceless woman. The powerful muscles in her back bouncing as the large body strained over the smaller one underneath her. The decanter slipped from nerveless fingers to crash at her feet, splattering her shoes and dress with wine. Looking down at the mess, Leander felt tears of helplessness well up in her eyes.
 
   She was so angry and yet so confused at the same time. She stiffened slightly, startled from the morose direction of her thoughts, when Rebecca touched her arm gently.
 
   “I will clean up the mess.” She gently led Leander to the bed. “Why don’t you sit down for a bit while I go get a few things to clean up here?”
 
   Leander nodded slowly. She watched, as if in a daze, as Rebecca rushed to the door. What is wrong with me? Why was the thought of Yoken with another woman suddenly so unbearable to even conceive? Almost every warrior sought out the companionship of a whore more often than not. Being a woman didn’t exempt Yoken from that weakness. She closed her eyes and shuddered when the same image of earlier popped up immediately. Leander surged to her feet, her breathing harsh and her hands shaking uncontrollably.
 
   What kind of demon had possessed her?
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Another foaming tankard appeared on the table before Yoken and she smiled up Hulmer. The man’s face was already flushed from drink, but she knew better than to think that his senses were incapacitated by the ale. His sharp eyes studied her closely for a moment before he smiled.
 
   “Drink up, milord.”
 
   In response, Yoken reached for the drink and downed a healthy swig of the fruity ale. She had lost count of how much she had consumed already, but except for a slight burning in her stomach, she was unaffected by the alcohol. She felt Hulmer’s eyes on her and waved at the chair opposite her.
 
   “Stop acting like a worried mother and take a seat,” she chided him.
 
   “Do I have reason to worry?” Hulmer questioned as he lowered his bulk into the chair. “There is a string of wenches who, at a mere glance from you, would fall over themselves to service you.”
 
   Yoken glanced in the direction where a few of the serving girls stood, their eyes roaming the room, but always seem to finally come to rest on her. She sighed deeply and stared into her tankard.
 
   “I can’t,” she said simply.
 
   “I know that feeling.”
 
   She looked up to find Hulmer’s eyes twinkling. Realization dawned slowly. “Are you telling me that…?”
 
   “Yes, I too have found a ladylove.” He smiled smugly as he sat back in his chair. “There’s an inkpot for every quill.”
 
   Yoken rolled her eyes at him as she took a sip from her ale. “Do I know this poor wretched woman?”
 
   “As a matter of fact,” Hulmer slapped his stomach, “you do, milord.”
 
   Yoken grinned as she carefully placed her tankard on the table. “I should’ve guessed. The way you love food, you would pick a women who would ply you with it. Does this mean that I’ll have to find a new cook?” Yoken almost laughed out loud at the raw panic she saw in Hulmer’s eyes at her innocent question. “I guess it’s not that serious then.”
 
   The soldier rubbed his forehead as he stared at her. “I haven’t really thought that far yet.”
 
   Yoken chuckled. “Well, just so you know. Marriage is usually the next step, if and when, things become serious.” There was a commotion at the door which immediately drew her attention. Yoken recognized the kitchen boy as he pushed his way through the throng of drunken soldiers. His eyes swept the room and even before they found hers, Yoken was already up and walking to meet the boy. “Mernon, what is it?”
 
   “Milord,” the boy gasped, out of breath. “The Queen’s maid sent me to fetch you. She said to tell you that it was urgent.”
 
   Leander!
 
   Grabbing the boy by the arm, Yoken dragged him with her to the exit. She didn’t remember much of how they got to the palace. All she could think about was Leander. Worst case scenarios played through her head as she stormed down the hallways. She picked up her pace when she neared Leander’s wing and saw Rebecca standing outside the queen’s chamber. The moment the maid saw her, she rushed over to her.
 
   “Thank you for coming, milord.”
 
   “What happened? Did something happen to Leander?” Yoken clasped the woman’s shoulders in her large hands.
 
   “She’s…she… I don’t know, milord. The Queen is acting strange. She…”
 
   Her heart pounding furiously, Yoken sidestepped the woman and flung open the door to Leander’s chambers.
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   Leander jumped when the door swung open. She swallowed when Yoken strode in, her eyes pinning Leander to where she stood. For a moment all she could do was stare at the warrior. She allowed her eyes to slowly trace over the tall, powerful body. Yoken was absolutely spectacular.  Was this was her mother had seen when she’d spoken about Yoken. Her eyes took in the powerful legs holding up a muscled upper body which was rounded off by an incredibly handsome face. She blushed faintly when her eyes lowered again to the bulge between Yoken’s legs. Her cheeks heated up as she remembered her mother’s words.
 
   Your warrior is by far the most beautiful specimen I’ve seen in a very long while.
 
   Yoken’s eyes moved from Leander's face to take in the shattered remains of what had once been a fine crystal carafe, before it moved back to meet hers. Leander’s heart jerked inside her chest at the mixture of panic and concern she saw on Yoken’s face. From across the room it was impossible to see the warrior’s eyes, but the expression on Yoken’s face was indication enough of the warrior’s state of mind.
 
   “Leander?”
 
   Leander felt the blood rush to her nether regions at the soft husky tones. Up until her mother’s visit, she could deal with her attraction to Yoken. Now, it was almost impossible to look at the warlord without her legs threatening to give out. She needed to get Yoken away from her.
 
   “You should leave.” Her heartbeat accelerated when instead of leaving, Yoken purposefully moved over to her. She sighed inwardly when Yoken stopped a few feet away from her.
 
   “I will, as soon as I know you’re fine.” The dark eyes studied her intensely. “I’ll know if you lie to me.”
 
   Closing her suddenly sweaty palms into fists, Leander took a deep breath as she looked at the warrior. “I’m okay,” she said curtly. “Now, I believe you can get back to your drinking and whoring.”
 
   Yoken’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly as he cocked his head to the side. “Is that what this is all about?”
 
   “Please, milord, do not flatter yourself,” she spat at Yoken, her anger flaring again. “Now, if you would be so kind as to afford me my privacy.”
 
   She held her breath for a long moment as Yoken simply stared at her. Then without a word, the warrior turned and walked to the door. Realizing that Yoken was not even contesting her accusations and looked all too happy to return to her whore, caused something so primal to rise inside her.  That strange emotion, coupled with the image of Yoken pressing a woman’s naked body into the mattress, made her see red. She glanced around frantically for an object and when she saw a candle, she grabbed it and threw it. It all happened so fast, and before she could react, Yoken turned around, the candle clutched in her hand. Looking at Yoken face, Leander feared for her wellbeing for the first time in almost four months. Yoken’s face looked like it was cut from granite as she flung the candle to the side. The dark eyes glittered with something so utterly foreign and Leander took a quick step back. Her movement seemed to spur Yoken into action, for the warrior slowly began to close the few feet of distance between them. She swallowed hard as she stepped back only to find her movement stopped by the four-poster bed. With nowhere to go, Leander watched with rising panic as Yoken still advanced on her. She realised she had stopped breathing when the warrior towered over her, so close that she could smell the alcohol on her breath as Yoken stood there, looking down at her. Leander squeaked when Yoken lifted her hand and instead of the painful sting of an open hand slap across her face, she gently cradled Leander’s cheek. Leander’s relief was so great, her knees almost gave out.
 
   “You have what no other woman will ever possess,” Yoken said in a hoarse whisper. “You know that, but still you prefer to play these…” Yoken’s hand waved at the air. “…meaningless games. I have needs, Leander, and if they’re not met, then I have no other choice but to find someone willing to do so.”
 
   Leander stood, transfixed, by the intense look in Yoken’s eyes. Her mouth opened to say something, anything, but no sound was forthcoming. In the end she simply lowered her gaze, unable to face the expectation she read in Yoken’s eyes. She heard a soft sigh of resignation before the warrior turned and walked away. For some reason, the purposeful strides of Yoken as they carried her away, rang with some kind of finality. Uneasy, Leander bit down hard on her lower lip, as the thought of not having Yoken so close ripped through her. Instead some other woman would benefit from the warrior’s tenderness. She shook her head as fresh tears began to fill her eyes, just as the door to her chambers clicked closed behind Yoken.
 
   With feet made light by desperation she ran to the door and yanked it open. Yoken was walking down the hallway, not even looking back at the sound of the door opening.
 
   “Don’t…don’t go,” she croaked, not sure if Yoken even heard her. “Please, stay.” She covered her face with both her hands to stop the torrent of tears. “Please…” she muttered through her tears. She knew, instinctively, that this was the last chance she would ever have with Yoken and the fear of rejection was what made her crumble to the floor. She had just sunk to the floor when she was almost immediately scooped up in strong arms and held tightly against a strong chest. When she dropped her hands, it was to find Yoken looking at her, relief and love burning bright in the dark eyes.
 
   “Hush now.” Soft lips brushed over her forehead. “From here onwards, there will be no more tears; only happiness. Will you let me show you?”
 
   Not breaking eye contact, Leander’s arms crept around Yoken’s strong neck. For a moment, they carefully studied each other before Yoken bent her head and gently began to kiss the tears off Leander’s cheek. Leander’s breath softly pushed out as Yoken’s lips brushed over her face. She lifted her face slightly so that her lips connected to Yoken’s in wordless reply to the earlier question.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken was no stranger to sex.
 
   Too many maidens could attest to the fact.
 
   Now, as she reached out a shaking hand to touch the pale skin of Leander’s neck, she found herself in completely unchartered territory. Whereas the eagerness of other women had made her smile smugly, the shy look on Leander’s face, made her feel like a clumsy novice. She took a steadying breath before she ran her fingertips down the soft milky skin. Her heart beat frantically in her chest when Leander’s eyes fluttered closed. With those captivating grey eyes not looking back at her, Yoken swallowed hard. She doubted that Leander had any idea exactly how powerful an effect she had on Yoken. The soft lips parted slightly as a soft sigh escaped Leander’s lips. The grey eyes opened and at the look of what Yoken could only describe as love, Yoken’s heart melted. She brushed her lips over the moist ones. Still not happy that she’d fully tasted them, she gently ran the tip of her tongue over the quivering bottom lip. Leander moaned softly, causing the smoldering desire in Yoken’s stomach to spark, sending a heated arrow down to her nether region. She swung Leander up in her arms and carried her over to the bed where, for a breathless moment, she could only stare at the vision before her. With her hair splayed out over the pillow and her beautiful eyes a stormy grey, Leander was so dazzling it almost hurt to look at her.
 
   “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” Yoken breathed out. She smiled widely when a dark red flush crept up Leander’s face. Utterly charmed, Yoken stretched out next to Leander and began kissing her as if her life depended on it. Years of longing to do just this, made her drink deep and greedily from Leander’s lips. She only stopped when Leander pulled away. Worried, Yoken searched out her eyes. As she looked on, Leander’s eyes filled with fresh tears but before Yoken could speak, a soft hand was placed over her mouth.
 
   “I love you.” Uttered in a broken whisper, the declaration was by far the most beautiful words Yoken had ever heard spoken.
 
   “You have no idea how long I’ve dreamed to hear you say that to me,” she whispered back. She was surprised to feel the soft trickling down her cheek. Shocked, she reached out to wipe at it, but her hand was caught mid-air. Her eyes met Leander’s to find the grey eyes shine bright with love. Leander leaned forward and caught the teardrop with her lips. After that her lips moved to Yoken’s lips and took them in a deeply tender kiss. The kiss dragged on until Leander pulled away, her chest heaving. The soft swelling orbs caught Yoken’s eyes and with a shaky hand she began working earnestly at the confines that held them captive. As she worked impatiently to get to her prize, Leander’s fingers were gently combing through Yoken’s hair.
 
   When the dress fell open, Yoken groaned in dismay when she encountered a corset, staring at the long row of tiny delicate hooks holding the piece of clothing together as if they were a battalion of enemy soldier. For a fleeing moment, she fantasized about taking her dagger to the offensive piece, but instead lifted rueful eyes to meet Leander’s.
 
   “Let me help you,” Leander offered softly, her eyes dark with amusement. “I’ll have to leave you for a moment though.” She must’ve seen the frown on Yoken’s face and chuckled softly.
 
   Yoken felt herself getting wetter at the sound. The alluring laughter, combined with the slightly rumpled look, made Yoken swallow hard. Knowing apart from cutting the damned corset off Leander, she had no other choice but to let Leander up. With a heavy sigh, she sat up. Still smiling, Leander sat up next to her. In an act so domestic, she ran her fingers through the short hair in Yoken’s nape.
 
   “I won’t be long.” She was off the bed and disappeared to the bathing chamber.
 
   Yoken sat there, trying to regulate her erratic breathing after Leander’s almost possessive touch.
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   Leander stood behind the bathing room door, clutching her chest. A smile so wide, it threatened to tear the corners of her mouth, lit up her face. She didn’t know what she had expected from her first encounter …rather would-be encounter with another woman, but wherever this was leading, she had never felt so cherished. Yoken was as spectacular as her mother said she would be. Oh and the kissing… She touched her lips and found them slightly swollen. Gladwan never kissed her, while Yoken seemed as if she simply couldn’t get enough of her lips.
 
   She abruptly remembered that Yoken was waiting on the other side of the door and she pushed away from the door with a quick, “Thank you, mother,” and began to undress. When she was only dressed in her nightshift, she stood with her hand on the doorknob, listening for any sounds coming from the sleeping chamber. She grinned when she heard the definite sound of pacing. A tender smile played at her lips. No one would ever believe her if she told them that the most dangerous warlord, these parts of the world had ever known, was pacing nervously on the other side of door.
 
   Fluffing her hair a little, Leander took a deep breath and opened the door. She squeaked in surprise when she almost walked straight into Yoken’s arms. Their eyes met and held for a moment, before Yoken reached out and loosened the bow that held her nightshift up. Leander forgot to breathe as the satin shift slid down her body, leaving her completely naked. She covered her face in embarrassment as she waited for Yoken’s censure. She was almost a decade older and her body most surely must attest to that. When after almost a hundred loud heartbeats and no response from Yoken, she carefully lowered her hands.
 
   Yoken stood silent like statue, her eyes wide; a look of such reverence frozen on her face. Biting down hard on her lower lip, Leander stole a quick peek of her naked body, hoping she could see what it was that held Yoken in such a trance.
 
   She stiffened when Yoken slowly sank to her knees, her hands reaching out to clasp around Leander’s hips, pulling her closer. A soft cry exploded from Leander’s lips when Yoken’s tongue snaked out and brushed over her navel. She caught sight of Yoken’s face and swallowed at the look of unadulterated pleasure on the handsome face. She watched in shock as the tip of Yoken’s tongue dipped into the small hollow resulting in embarrassing wetness to seep from her. Yoken’s hands moved from her hips to the inside of her thighs, gently pushing them open. The blonde head ducked lower and Leander stiffened.
 
   “Yoken…Milord!” she gasped, sensing where the warrior was going next. It could surely not be possible that anyone would willingly go down there. She shuddered when she felt Yoken breathing over her sex. She would surely not… She did! Leander’s whole body shuddered and she felt her knees about to give out, but the strong hands on her thighs held her up.
 
   Yoken’s tongue was at the end of her weeping slit, rubbing, flattened, as it made a hot slow path towards the most quivering part of her. She felt tiny stars exploding before her eyes as the slick tongue reached its throbbing destination, running down all Leander’s defenses. Leander threw her head back and moaned in pleasure. Yoken’s tongue was like a sword, sparring with her clit, upwards and downwards. She thought to clench her thighs, but found that they opened wider, allowing Yoken’s tongue more freedom to wage war with her sanity. She savoured every little swirl of Yoken’s tongue as the warrior feasted on her. Her brain almost shutdown when Yoken introduced her teeth to gently pull at her swollen clit and rub the tip of her tongue underneath it. Just when she thought she had more than she could handle, the tip of Yoken’s tongue foraged deeper to dip into her opening. The one place that had been ravaged by Gladwan so roughly and thoughtlessly, Yoken approached so gently. First, she paid homage to all that dormant senses around it before she slowly entered. Leander screamed, her body slumping against the wall. Yoken lifted her one leg over her broad shoulder, opening her wider, allowing for lips, tongue and teeth to suck, rub and bite at her clit.
 
   Leander’s hands got tangled up in the short blonde strands and she quickly found that pulling on them caused Yoken to add more pressure to her clit. The added pressure caused the air to burst from her laboring lungs.
 
   “Yoken!” In a burst of light and liquid she exploded.
 
   Before she could make out what was happening, darkness followed almost instantaneously.
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   Yoken smiled tenderly as she looked down on the sleeping face of Leander.
 
   If a kingdom was won with blood and swords, then a Queen was won with love. She sat up and began to undress. She was going to spend the night with her gorgeous queen and nothing short of an all-out war would stir her from this bed tonight. Her tongue flicked out and she closed her eyes at the flavour that burst forth. She shuddered as her body made its own hunger known. As if attuned to Yoken’s need, Leander stirred, her eyelashes fluttering before they opened to reveal her beautiful grey eyes. They filled with confusion as they stared at her. Alarmed, Yoken slowly pulled away.
 
   “No, don’t… don’t go.”
 
   Leander rolled closer to her and Yoken expelled a soft breath as she gathered the sleepy woman into her arms.
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   A soft moan. “Loved.”
 
   Yoken swallowed the emotion that almost choked her and brushed a soft kiss over Leander’s lips. “As you should be, my love.” A warm smile from the soft lips prompted Yoken to press a soft kiss to Leander’s lips. “I love you.”
 
   In response Leander leaned closer and Yoken heard her inhale deeply. When the grey eyes met hers again Yoken swallowed at the luminous expression in them. “I love you more for smelling like me.”
 
   Yoken, feeling the heat rising inside, stroked Leander’s hip.
 
   “I want you again.”
 
   Leander rolled onto her back. “I thought you would’ve had your fill after all your…uh…whoring.”
 
   “Nothing of that nature transpired between me and another woman, except with my queen.” Leander grinned as she stretched out. Yoken felt her mouth begin to water at the sight of the fleshy globes bobbing slightly at the movement. She quickly searched out Leander’s eyes only to find them watching her almost hungrily.  “Would your highness permit me to show her just how underappreciated I’ve been for the last few months?” Her hand already searched out the hard nipple on the breast closest to her. When Leander chuckled, causing Yoken to reach down and adjust the phallus, Yoken gently rolled her over, moving down to reach the full breasts. She groaned softly when her tongue touched a hardened nipple. The sensation made Leander stretch out, allowing her nipple to graze over the surface of Yoken’s tongue. The act, so incredible sensuous, made Yoken reach down between Leander’s legs. She was still wet, but not yet ready for what Yoken had in mind, so she doubled her attentions on Leander’s breasts. When after a while Leander began to squirm, pushing her hips upward and uttering soft cries, Yoken slid over her wringing body. She gently kissed Leander as she used her thighs to spread Leander’s legs. She reached down and rubbed the phallus slowly between Leander’s legs. When the other woman’s hips began to piston upward faster, purposefully, only then did she slowly enter her. Yoken watched Leander’s eyes as they simultaneously grew wider and darker. When she was buried deep, Yoken leaned closer to kiss Leander. Despite the fact that she was the one who initiated the kiss, she was the one left completely breathless as Leander flexed her knees, allowing Yoken to go even deeper.
 
   “Oh my…” Leander chocked out; her face flushed with desire. “More…Give me more.” She gripped the sheets, seemingly anchoring herself, before she jerked her hips upward.
 
   Yoken quickly pressed down on Leander, stilling her movements as well as allowing Yoken a few moments to draw in gulps of air to steady her raging desire. When she leaned back it was to find Leander looking at her with something akin to mortification. Yoken rained tiny, soft kisses on Leander’s face. It was only when she had covered almost every inch of the beautiful face that Leander smiled back at her.
 
   “You need to have mercy on me, my queen. I’ve never made love to a woman before and unless we slow it down a bit; I might embarrass myself by reaching the stars without you by my side.”
 
   Leander blinked. “But I thought…Your reputation…”
 
   Not comfortable with where the discussion was going, Yoken quickly smothered Leander’s enquiry with a deep, slow kiss. “I’ll explain the difference, but not now. I have something pressing to get to.”
 
   To demonstrate her intent, she rolled her hips, causing a gasp to explode from Leander’s lips.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
    
 
   Leander sighed deeply as she rolled onto her back. The room was quiet except for the soft breathing coming from Yoken. She turned her head and for a long moment, stared at Yoken's sleeping face. She looked so young and vulnerable. An image like this could seriously dent her fearsome reputation. Leander smiled. Everything that had happened in this room tonight could shake Yoken's reputation. If word of her infinite tenderness and sexual prowess were to escape this room, Leander was sure that she'd have to beat women away with a stick.
 
   Yoken was taken.
 
   She turned on her side, grimacing at the tenderness between her legs, so she could have a better view of Yoken's face. Her hands itched to touch Yoken, but she didn't want to wake the warrior, especially not after she had worked so hard earlier tonight. She tenderly traced the face of her lover with her eyes, etching every small detail on her mind. Who would've thought that she would only really start living at such an advanced age? Most of her twenty nine summers were spent trying to make peace with the fact that she would forever live a bland, desolate life. Love was never an option for her, not with Gladwan and definitely not with the Sisters of Perpetual Help.
 
   Then out of the blue came the most fearsome person she'd ever known and gently nudged her on a path of such incredible joy and freedom. Not able to contain her desire anymore, she reached out and softly ran her fingers down Yoken's cheek. Her fingertips tingled at the touch and she blinked at the tears that welled in her eyes as she relived their lovemaking. Her sex clenched as she relived the sensation of Yoken's tongue down there. Truth be told, it was unbearable at first to allow anyone to such an intimate place, but as the night unfolded she could barely breathe every time Yoken drew closer to her womanhood. The anticipation and the pleasure were unlike anything she'd ever experienced or expected. But Yoken didn't only use her tongue and fingers. Even with a blush riding high on her cheeks, her hand dropped lower, lifting the sheet that covered the sleeping warrior. Jutting out from between Yoken's powerful thighs was a strong, smooth leather phallus. Leander swallowed at the sight, surprised by the girth of the phallus. Had she seen it before Yoken used it on her, she probably would've been scared of it injuring her. At least now she could put a face on the apparatus that was the cause for the rather pleasant tenderness between her legs. She took a moment longer to study it. It was larger than Gladwan's member, but instead of hurting her, as Gladwan's did, it drove her mad with need. She closed her eyes and sighed softly; enjoying the fleeting image of Yoken's arching body she drew small cries from her lips. A pleasant heaviness settled in her nether region and she quickly dropped the sheet. When she opened her eyes again, it was to find Yoken looking at her intently. They didn't speak as they studied each other until Yoken threw the sheet back, exposing both their naked bodies. Leander's heart skipped a beat when Yoken moved closer, pulling her into her arms, all the while still maintaining eye contact. Their kiss was deep and slow and Leander shyly pushed her tongue passed Yoken's and into the warm mouth of her lover's. She shuddered when the action elicited a soft moan from Yoken. She made a mental note to surprise the warrior more. Her mother's words poured to the surface at that very moment.
 
   The trick is to remember that she is by all counts a woman, as are you. Touch her the way you want to be touched.
 
   Ending the kiss, Leander took a steady breath before she latched onto Yoken's neck, her lips trailing down slowly. She could feel Yoken's pulse under her lips and smiled faintly at the erratic pace. Fully convinced now that she was doing something right, she ventured lower until she encountered a small pebbled nipple. When she dragged her tongue over the nipple, Yoken's body shuddered instantaneously and a deep moan rumbled from her chest. The sound so unexpected and so incredibly stimulating, omitted a flood of wetness from Leander's sex. She squeaked in shock when she was suddenly rolled over onto her stomach and Yoken's body moving over hers. Not sure what to expect, yet not in the least alarmed, Leander relaxed as Yoken slanted Leander's hip and entered her. The position of penetration allowed for Yoken to slip in effortlessly and Leander cried out softly at the sensation of being pierced so deeply.
 
   The room immediately exploded into a cacophony of slapping flesh and impassioned cries.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Yoken hissed as the broadside of the blade connected to her jaw. Her sparring partner immediately stepped away, horrified.
 
   “My apologies, milord,” the man apologised profusely as he fell to his knees.
 
   Angry at herself for allowing the brief slip of concentration, Yoken shook her head. “No need, soldier.” She rubbed the tender spot and grinned. “I should apologise to you for being a poor opponent. Maybe we could take this up again tomorrow.”
 
   The man climbed to his feet and rushed off to return with a cup of water. Yoken thanked him and thirstily drank from the cup. She walked over to the water point and grimaced when she noticed Hulmer making his way to her, obviously having noticed the incident.
 
   “In all the years together, I haven't seen you bested during a sparring match,” he noted as he served himself.
 
   “I had a slight concentration lapse, nothing more.”
 
   Hulmer studied her over the rim of the cup, his eyes twinkling merrily. “Shall I assume that mark in your neck had anything to do with your concentration lapse?”
 
   Yoken was tempted to touch the spot, but decided not give Hulmer the satisfaction. The spot in question, if indeed there was one, could only be the result of a joint bathing session she talked Leander into this morning. Not that a lot of bathing had taken place. The session had quickly deteriorated into one of heated passion, with more water ending up outside the sunken bath than inside. A flash of Leander's head thrown back, her face contorted in pleasure, surfaced briefly and Yoken decided to have another cup of water to douse the heat brought on by the image.
 
   “Mind your own business, you old gizzard,” she snapped at Hulmer when she caught him still looking at her. “Instead tell me how the rest of the evening went at the inn.”
 
   Hulmer shrugged. “Obviously not as good as yours.” Yoken threw him a scathing look. “The men enjoyed themselves and were back on the training grounds at the set time.”
 
   “That's good to hear. It makes it easier to leave knowing that the men are not affected too much by last night's festivities.”
 
   “Leave?” Hulmer enquired carefully. “This is the first time I hear of this.”
 
   “I've decided this morning to take a few days away from the City,” Yoken said nonchalantly. “Amani misses her little friend and I intend to take her and the queen to visit for a few days.”
 
   Hulmer blinked. “That is good news. I'll make sure that the best guards accompany you.”
 
   Yoken shook her head quickly. “No. I would rather the men guard the city.” She could see Hulmer was about to contend her decision and held up her hand. “This will be a family outing, Hulmer. The men would be bored stiff following us around.”
 
   Hulmer was silent for a moment. “In that case, I'll send Pressa and Uriana with you. They are not men and they are both very good in blending in. You won't even know they're there.”
 
   Yoken bit down hard on her jaw, knowing she's been bested. Perhaps she could compromise a bit. Having two guards is better than a battalion overrunning the farm. Besides, being some of her stealthiest warriors, Pressa and Uriana are romantically involved. They would surely find ways to entertain each other when boredom threatens.
 
   “Good.” She saw the flash of relief in Hulmer's eyes. He was after all just fulfilling his duty. “We're leaving tomorrow at daybreak.”
 
   “They will be ready. In the meantime shall we go over a few issues you would want me to take care off in you absence?”
 
   “Yes, let's do that. We can talk about the wedding preparations.”
 
   Hulmer chuckled. “I thought so.”
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   The atmosphere in the Great Hall was loud and boisterous this evening, but Leander barely noticed, her eyes constantly drifting to Yoken. Her warrior had shared the meal with her and to her delight informed her of their pending trip to see Jeffril and Raith. Amani was especially excited to see her new friend and to take some dolls for Efidy. Leander had made a mental note to convey her gratitude later, in a more private setting, when they were not so overdressed.
 
   A bark of laughter sounded and she looked up from where she was chatting to her ladies in waiting. A stream of kitchen girls made sure that the men were well-lubricated, a result of the rowdiness of the evening. She was just about to return her attention to one of the ladies she was conversing with when Yoken looked up and their eyes met. Even across the huge distance between them, Leander could feel the warm regard of her warrior. She smiled back timidly and accepted the nod of acknowledgement. She almost giggled at the attention afforded her, and had it not been for her location, she would've pinched herself to make sure she wasn't dreaming. She returned her attention to the ladies and caught the tail end of something Lady Codense was saying.
 
   “….drinking and debauchery last night. It is incomprehensible how men can marry one woman and yet crave the attention of whores.”
 
   The other ladies nodded in agreement, except for one; Lady Marean. The woman was a few summers older than herself and had been married for close to fifteen years now. Intrigued, Leander addressed the woman.
 
   “You do not seem to agree, Lady Marean,” Leander enquired gently. The woman blushed prettily and shook her head.
 
   “No, milady. I believe that a man who is kept happy in all aspects of marital life will not stray.”
 
   Lady Codense scoffed at that. “I beg to differ, Lady Marean. Are you suggesting that we should whore ourselves out to our men to keep them from straying?” She shook her head, making the curls on her head bounce. “I will not allow my husband to use all those perverted acts on me that he engages in with his whore.”
 
   Leander frowned at that. “Can I assume then that you condone your husband's liaison with another woman?” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lady Marean sitting up straighter.
 
   “With all due respect, your highness, if I may speak frankly. Some men expect a woman to fulfil the crudest acts to slake their lusts. If some of the serving wenches' accounts could be trusted, they speak of acts such as the using of a mouth on your privates, looking into a women's eyes as they rut away and requesting the woman to sit atop while they watch her.” Lady Codense shuddered daintily at the images she had just described. “It's too much to even consider, your highness.”
 
   Leander could only stare at the woman. Each and every act she'd just described, except for the ‘sitting on top' one, she had indulged in with Yoken. And she had enjoyed every moment of it.
 
   “A man needs variety in his life, Lady Codense,” Lady Marean noted quietly. “If he can't get it at home, he'll search for it elsewhere. Love manifests itself in varied ways when it comes to matters of the bed.”
 
   The other women gaped at the woman, including Leander. It seemed she had just found a kindred spirit. Since Yoken was more experienced when it came to sex, Leander would love to hear what her warrior had to say about this issue.
 
   But only much later tonight… after she had tried out the ‘sitting on top' position with Yoken.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken drank thirstily from the cool water not caring about the rivulets running down her neck and over her naked chest. She lowered the carafe and sighed deeply before she turned around. Leander was sprawled out on the bed, valiantly fighting against the sleepiness trying to draw her in. When Leander stifled another yawn, Yoken chuckled and walked over to join her lover. As she took a seat on the bed, the scent of spent sex floated up to her nose and she felt a slight twitching in her nether region. Who would've guessed that the reserved, stately Queen of Armys would be such a revelation in bed?
 
   A few moments after Leander had retired, Yoken had excused herself from her men, eager for a chance to hold the beautiful queen in her arms again. It had been quite a feat to keep her thoughts from Leander as the day progressed. Shockingly, the tap on the chin during sparring practice was the only injury she had sustained for the day. When she entered Leander's chambers, it was to find the Queen waiting for her, a come-hither look in her grey eyes. They were both naked in record time. Yoken's heart faltered for a moment when Leander pushed her down on the bed and straddled her, before it began to race, almost beating out of her chest. She had allowed Leander to take the reins and simply enjoyed the lusty ride. Yoken thoroughly enjoyed the exquisite sight of her beloved's bouncing breasts and the soft little grunts that had escaped Leander's lips with every deep possession.
 
   “I had an interesting talk with my ladies in waiting tonight,” Leander said softly, jarring Yoken from her pleasant thoughts.
 
   “You did?” Yoken whispered as she stretched out next to Leander. “I thought all they do all day long was gossip, present company excluded of course.”
 
   The grey eyes twinkled as they studied her. “You have no idea, my dear warrior.”
 
   Yoken smiled and gently kissed Leander's brow. “Whatever else could they talk about?”
 
   Leander hoisted herself up on her elbow as she looked down at Yoken. “Sex, for one.”
 
   Blinking in surprise, Yoken searched Leander's face to determine whether or not she was joking. Leander's gaze was steady as she returned the scrutiny. “That's thoroughly conflicting when you consider that most of their husbands spent an obscene amount of time at Darbern's Inn.” Yoken smiled slyly. “I heard that they serve the most exotic of dishes over there.” She chuckled when Leander poked her in the ribs. “Did I say something wrong?”
 
   “Not yet,” Leander said softly as she ran her fingers through Yoken's hair. “That topic came up too.” Her gaze met Yoken's briefly before it flitted away. “I couldn't partake in the conversation as much as I wanted to, because of my lack of experience.”
 
   Yoken frowned slightly. “What exactly did they have to say?” If any of those women had hurt Leander's feelings, she would make sure that they were banned from the palace for life.
 
   “They…rather Lady Codense, brought up the topic of the vulgar acts men expect women … wives… to perform in the bed chamber.”
 
   Piqued, Yoken relaxed a little. “Could you be more specific, my love? What kind of acts did she talk about?”
 
   A soft blush crept over Leander's cheeks. “Acts such as having a lover use their mouth on your privates and …” Leander faltered.
 
   “And what else,” Yoken urged softly.
 
   “That … what we did earlier,” Leander blurted out.
 
   Yoken slowly sat up, leaning against the headrest. She gently pulled Leander with her until the woman was leaning against her chest. She chose her words carefully. “Did you find it vulgar and demeaning when we did it?” Leander shook her head. “Would you rather I don't do it again?” This time Leander sat up, her eyes dark as they look at Yoken.
 
   “I wouldn't want you to change anything about our lovemaking. I only need to know ... ask you something and I want you to be honest with me.”
 
   “Of course. You can ask me anything.”
 
   Leander averted her eyes slightly. “The fact that I enjoyed engaging in all these acts with you, do you…” She bit down on her bottom lip. “Does it make me less of a lady?”
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Leander waited for Yoken's response, painfully aware of Yoken's eyes on her. The bed shifted gently as Yoken leaned closer, lifting her chin so their eyes could meet.
 
   “I would be greatly hurt if you didn't enjoy our lovemaking, Leander. It would mean that I'm doing something drastically wrong. I love you and I enjoy using my body to show you just how much. There is no reason for you to feel ashamed that you enjoy my body just as much.” Leander felt her heart swell with love as she saw the love in Yoken's dark eyes. “We belong to each other and what we do in bed together, as long as it's reciprocal, can't be wrong.”
 
   Leander smiled and brushed her lips over the slight frown that had formed on Yoken's forehead. She eagerly leaned closer when Yoken's large hands settled on her hips, pulling her closer.
 
   “Lady Marean said the same thing earlier.”
 
   “She's Lord Honros' wife, if I'm not mistaken?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, that explains why Honros is rarely seen out and about after dark,” Yoken said with a soft chuckle. “That will probably also be the case with me now.”
 
   Leander grinned at hearing that. Yoken just swore her fidelity to her and Leander felt like honouring the moment. She took a steadying breath and lifting her head from Yoken's chest, whispered softly in Yoken's ear. A soft hissing sounded as Yoken drew in a long breath. When she sat back to look at Yoken, Leander clenched her thighs at the smoldering look in Yoken's eyes.
 
   Several hours later and feeling a whole lot tenderer than before, Leander let out an explosive breath as she settled into Yoken's arms. She moaned gratefully when she felt Yoken pull a sheet over their sweat-slicked bodies.
 
   If only Lady Codense knew what she was missing?
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   The sky was dark, a promise that before the end of the day, the earth would be trembling under the power of a rain storm. Yoken inhaled deeply of the promising air and smiled. She has always loved the rain because it reminded her mother. How did her mother, such a free spirit, end up with a stoic man like her father? Whereas her mother loved to dance in the rain with her, her father would be hiding in the house, watching them from the door. Life changed drastically when her mother died. Her father already a somber man by nature, retreated into himself, leaving Yoken to raise Hildor. She personally saw to it that Hildor learned to dance in the rain. Yoken glanced at the wagon piled high with farm implements, seeds and foodstuff for their stay. Leander shared the bench with Uriana, who drove the wagon, and a wildly grinning Amani.
 
   Would Leander know how to dance in the rain? And if not, would she be interested in knowing how to?
 
   Yoken glanced at the ominous sky. They were not that far from the farm. Once they cleared the hill, they would be able to see the farm.
 
   On the top of the hill they were met by Pressa, who sat calmly surveying the area around them.
 
   “Anything out of the ordinary, Pressa?” Yoken asked when the soldier's horse fell into step next to hers.
 
   “Everything seems to be in order, milord.”
 
   Reassured, Yoken looked at her family. She had precious cargo with her and would hate for anything to happen to them. In hindsight, she silently thanked Hulmer for insisting on sending the two female warriors with them.
 
   As they neared the farm, Yoken could make out Jeffril, as he stood before the barn with Efidy. She smiled at the sight. It felt so good to be back where she could simply be herself. She threw a quick glance over her shoulder to find Leander looking at her, a warm smile on her face. They've created their most beautiful memories here and Yoken was looking forward to create new ones.
 
   “Yoken!” Amani screeched, causing them all to jump.
 
   “Yes, my girl,” Yoken replied softly.
 
   “I can see Efidy.”
 
   Yoken met Leander's eyes and smiled. “I can see her too. Do you want to ride with me now?” When she'd offered earlier, Amani was adamant that she wanted to ride with Leander. But looking at the time now, Yoken realized that given the early hour they had left the City, Amani had opted to sleep more comfortably against Leander's bosom. A sly grin played over Yoken's lips. Tonight, when Amani was fast asleep, she too would avail herself to that delectable bosom and so much more. As if she could read Yoken's mind, or at the least decipher the look on Yoken's face, Leander narrowed her eyes warningly at Yoken.
 
   Chastised for the moment, Yoken quickly looked away.
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   Leander smiled as she entered the barn. Her mind flooded with memories of 
 
   their earlier visit as she took in the large space. Jeffril had made a few changes, such as the wooden partition that split the barn in two. Curious, she rounded the wooden partition and blinked. The earlier makeshift bed of hay has been replaced by a large comfortable looking straw bed, complete with a bed frame and crisp linen. A small wooden table and three chairs took up one side of the space and Leander moved over to another smaller portioned area. She smiled broadly when she saw the large barrel that served as a bathtub. Another portion of the bath area held a chamber pot. She made a mental note to thank Jeffril for being so considerate.
 
   Strong arms wrapped around her from behind, causing Leander to jump. She relaxed immediately as the familiar scent of sandalwood waved to her nose. She clasped the wrists in her hands and leaned back.
 
   “They really went out of their way this time,” she noted softly.
 
   “Yes, they did.” Yoken pressed a kiss to her cheek. “I'll make sure they are sufficiently rewarded for this.”
 
   Leander turned in Yoken's arms and sighed when she met the soft gaze of her lover. She cupped Yoken's cheek. “I'm so grateful to be with you.”
 
   Yoken smiled, causing those disarming dimples to show. “I pray you still feel the same after ten summers.”
 
   Leaning into the warm body, Leander nodded. “I will,” she whispered as she brushed her lips over the place where Yoken's heart was situated and held on tight to her love. A deep rumbling sound filled the barn and she pulled back to look at Yoken. “It will rain soon.”
 
   Yoken smiled. “Yes, it will.”
 
   “Have you ever danced in the rain?” Leander asked excitedly. Yoken blinked at her as Leander laughed. “Don't worry, I'll teach you how.” She took hold of Yoken's hand and dragged her to the entrance of the barn. “This way we don't have to worry about taking a bath later. While you offload the wagon, I'll go get the girls.”
 
   She made her way over the house, completely unaware of Yoken's astonished gaze following her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The interior of the barn was sporadically lit up by flashes of lightening as the storm raged outside. Inside, Leander lay in Yoken's arms, utterly content. Yoken was dozing peacefully after a rather vigorous session of chasing Amani and Efidy around in the pouring rain, to the incredulity of Jeffril and Raith. Before long the couple had joined in the fun. Leander smiled as she gently lifted Yoken's arm from around her. For a moment she looked at her sleeping lover and smiled. She loved the fact that she was to spend the remainder of her life with this wonderful person.
 
   “I'm aware that I drool on occasion, but since I was never really asleep, I doubt I have anything on my face.”
 
   Leander, surprised to have been caught, tried to stifle her giggling, but failed desperately. Yoken's eyes fluttered open and Leander watched as sharp brown eyes raked over her. Utterly enamored, Leander crawled back onto the bed and engaged Yoken in a deep, loving kiss. When the kiss ended, she traced the beautiful face.
 
   “I'm still stunned by how happy you make me,” she whispered, not breaking eye contact. “Why didn't you come into my life earlier?”
 
   Yoken grinned. “I was a child then. You deserved a woman.” The brown eyes twinkled. “I doubt you would've appreciated having a gangly ten year old following you around.”
 
   They stared at each other in silence. Leander bit down on her lip when she felt a gentle stirring in her nether region, but knowing that Amani could happen upon them anytime, she suppressed her desire.
 
   “Thank you for being persistent and for not giving up on me,” she murmured instead. “I can't imagine my life without you.”
 
   Yoken gently brushed the bangs from Leander's face. “I've lived most of my life without you, darling. Believe me; you don't want to know what it's like.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears as Leander looked at Yoken. “You big, dumb warrior, you always say the most beautiful things.”
 
   Yoken pressed closer to her. “And you, my gorgeous queen, do the most beautiful things.”
 
   Leander wiped at her tears. “Like what?”
 
   “Like dancing in the rain.”
 
   “Who doesn't like to dance in the rain?” Leander asked as he ran her fingertip over Yoken's lip. She grinned slyly. Warriors never danced in the rain, but she couldn't help teasing the warrior.
 
   “My mother used to dance in the rain with me,” Yoken said softly, causing Leander's eyes to grow wide. “When she died, I made it my mission to teach Hildor.”
 
   Leander listened, her heart swelling in compassion for the child who had to take on the role of a parent so early on in life. No wonder she was so good with Amani. She pressed even closer to Yoken. “Have I told you that I love you, Yoken?”
 
   Yoken pulled a face, her eyes twinkling. “I could hear it again.”
 
   When Leander leaned over to kiss Yoken, she sighed at the feeling of the large hands pushing under her tunic and cupping her breasts. Savouring the feeling for a moment, she reluctantly pulled away.
 
   “Amani might see us.”
 
   After a firm squeeze, the hands dropped from her breasts. “Fine, but once she's asleep; I want them all to myself.”
 
   Playfully, Leander's tongue slipped out and licked Yoken's lips. “They are yours after all.” Knowing that remaining in bed next to her virile warrior would only cause them a great deal of embarrassment if Amani happened upon them, she pushed away from Yoken and rolled out of bed. Yoken's eyes were dark with desire, but she didn't stop her. “Later, warrior,” she whispered. It was still a couple of hours before sunset and considering Amani's excitement at meeting with Efidy, Leander cringed inside. “Much, much later.”
 
   Yoken grimaced as she fell back on the bed, her eyes raking hungrily over Leander's body. Scared she will give into the siren's call, Leander quickly rushed out of the barn.
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   Taking a shuddering breath, Yoken adjusted the phallus pressing against her womanhood. She rolled onto her side, hopeful that the pressure on her clit would lessen. When it didn't, she tried a few other positions. When nothing was working, her treacherous thoughts immediately flashed back to the previous evening.
 
   Leander's chambers were quiet as she entered, unsteady from the long night of imbibing. Throwing a quick glance at the bed she was disappointed to find it vacant. Yet, she could smell the heady scent of her queen. If anything, at least that could tide her over for the night. As she stepped closer to the bed, she could see that someone…no…Leander had occupied the bed earlier. Then where in hell was the woman? With a pulsing sex and more drink than necessary, Yoken stumbled over to the bed. She was still studying the bed in her drunken stupor, when the door to the bathroom opened. Almost toppling over in surprise, Yoken spotted Leander. Dressed in a dangerously provocative see-through nightdress, Leander stood in the door.
 
   Before she could utter a word, Leander quickly made her way over to Yoken.
 
   “You took your time getting here.”
 
   “Uh…”
 
   Without a reply, Leander began to pull at the ties holding Yoken's tunic together. “I've expected you a whole lot earlier.”
 
   Yoken swallowed, her eyes still locked on the dark triangle visible through Leander's nightdress. “Earlier?”
 
   By the time Leander answered, Yoken was already bare-chested. “Yes, apparently there is something we haven't tried out yet.”
 
   “Yet?”
 
   Yoken's breath exploded from her chest as Leander pulled at the ties keeping her breeches together. “Yes.” Yoken gasped when Leander yanked her breeches down and grabbed the phallus. “Apparently, you've been holding out on me.”
 
   Before Yoken could reply, Leander had yanked the tunic over Yoken's head. After being pushed onto the bed, her breeches were the next to fly across the room.
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Leander's eyes were wide, her pupils large as she looked at Yoken. “I want to ride you.”
 
   “You…you…ride…?”
 
   “Yes,” Leander hissed. “I want to find out what it feels like to ride you.”
 
   Yoken's jaw dropped as she stared at the wild-looking woman standing over her. “Ride me?” She swallowed hard, as she blinked at the Leander as the queen pulled her nightdress over her head and flung it aside.
 
   “Yes.” Looking on in shock, Yoken stared as Leander positioned herself over the jutting phallus. “Let me know if I hurt you.”
 
   Yoken rolled off the bed and landed on the hard, cold floor of the barn. Her mind still reeling with the images of the flashback, she grabbed her sword and made for the exit. She only stopped when she bumped into Jeffril.
 
   “Are those ready to be harvested?”
 
   Jeffril slowly shook his, obviously still stunned. “Not…not yet, milord.”
 
   Yoken inhaled deeply. “Do you have anything else that needs killing…harvesting?”
 
   The man's mouth moved, closed and moved again. “I…I …was hoping… There is a tree, somewhere, which I was thinking of kill…I mean chopping down, milord.”
 
   Yoken nodded, her blood rushing furiously through her veins. “Then I will slaughter it for you.”
 
   Stomping off, she missed the look of bewilderment on the Jeffril's face.
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   Leander's eyes were wide as she slowly manoeuvred her way around, trying to find the right position.
 
   “Uhm…Do you think it'll go in? It…it looks so big.” Leander lifted her eyes slowly, scared of the answer.
 
   “I… I believe so,” Raith was staring back at Leander with wide eyes. “The fish is already halfway cooked. Sticking the poke in is the only way you'll know if it's done, milady.”
 
   Leander blush deeply as she nodded. “Fine, then you do it.”
 
   Raith swallowed hard. “You asked me to teach you and I would like to think that you would want to know when …when it's ready.”
 
   Leander nodded. “You're right. Is there any specific place I should…uh… poke it?”
 
   “I think anywhere would do, milady.”
 
   Swallowing hard, Leander pushed the thoughts of the erotically playful banter she so frequently indulge in with Yoken to the background and gently poked the fish. She looked up at Raith to find the woman looking at her oddly. “I believe it needs a few more minutes.”
 
   The blonde stared for a few moments longer before she nodded. “You're right, milady. Maybe we should brown it for a few moments.”
 
   Leander took off the apron and nodded. “You'll know best, Raith. In the meantime, I'll go see what the girls are up to.”
 
   It was dusk, the air was rich with the smell of rain and the skyline was bright with the vibrant colors of a rainbow. She took a deep cleansing breath before she turned to the barn. She frowned when she saw Jeffril exiting the barn. He hesitated for a second before he came to meet her. Leander noticed the haggard state the man was in and was immediately concerned. Before she could act, Raith approached her husband and led him to a chair.
 
   “What happened? Where's the king?”
 
   Jeffril rubbed his sweaty forehead slowly. “No need to be alarmed, wife. We…the king suggested that we fell the three trees neighbouring the western side of the cornfield.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Well, the king seem a bit vigorous in completing the task,” Jeffril noted with a sheepish smile. “I'm not as strong or resilient as I was when I was younger.”
 
   Leander relaxed at hearing that, a small smile pulling at the corner of her mouth. Considering their talk earlier, she can imagine what was driving her warrior. She carefully removed her apron and smiled at Raith, as the woman was fussing over her husband.
 
   It was time for her to go see to her ‘husband' too.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 32
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken grimaced as she lowered the heavy axe and rolled her shoulders. A shrill cry reached her ear and she immediately reached for her sword, only to find it lying a few feet away. Before she could jump into action to retrieve it, Amani and Efidy crashed through the trees, barely missing ramming into her. She relaxed slightly now that there was no immediate danger.
 
   “Be careful in the bushes, girls. You may find yourself in the way of a falling tree,” she called after them. Amani turned and waved back in acknowledgement before she tore down the rows of corn, Efidy close on her heels. She lifted the axe again, but a soft tread behind her caused her to quickly lower it. Turning, she found Leander standing behind her, a wineskin in her hand. Yoken dropped the axe and slowly made her way over to Leander.
 
   “What are you doing so far from the house, fair maiden?” she teased as she came to stand before Leander.
 
   The grey eyes twinkled merrily. “I brought the cure?”
 
   Yoken's shrugged as her eyes went to the wineskin. “It's greatly appreciated, milady.”
 
   Leander surprised Yoken by stepping closer until their bodies touched. “That's not what I meant.” Before Yoken could enquire further, Leander raised herself on the tips of her toes and took Yoken's lips in a deep kiss. Moaning softly, Yoken placed her hands on Leander's hips, gently kneading them. When they broke apart, Leander's gaze searched Yoken's intently. “Did it work?”
 
   “It's a miracle cure, my queen,” Yoken husked. “We could live like gods on the profits were you to sell it.” Had she not been so sweaty after all her exertions and had Amani not been in the vicinity, she would've demanded a more powerful dose of the cure. Instead, she brushed her lips over Leander's hair and stepped back. “I'm sweaty and dirty.”
 
   Leander blushed as she held out the wineskin. “Just the way I like you.”
 
   Yoken in the process of taking a sip from the wineskin quickly lowered the skin to blink at Leander. Her body immediately responded. She gently cupped Leander's cheek, her eyes warm with affection. “That's good to know, milady. Will you tell me again later tonight?”
 
   Leander's blush deepened as she nodded.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Leander was smiling like an idiot as she sat on the fallen tree stump watching Yoken submerging her body in the river. Due to the fact that it was still overcast, it looked later than it actually was. Not even that obscured her sight of Yoken's muscled body as the warrior dived underwater. She would've loved to join Yoken, but knew that Uriana and Pressa were close by. She sighed softly and instead decided to simply enjoy the beautiful sight before her. Yoken surfaced and shook her blonde tresses before she turned to look at Leander.
 
   “The water is nice.”
 
   “I know, but I would hate to treat your guards to an impromptu show.”
 
   Yoken grinned broadly at that, her teeth glinting brightly against her tanned skin. Leander took in everything, etching the image on her mind. She smiled when she realized that she was beginning to noticed other things too, things that a wife would notice about her ‘husband'. Things such as the fact that Yoken needed a haircut. Maybe Raith possessed a pair of shears Leander could borrow.
 
   “Uriana and Pressa know not to interrupt us,” Yoken pressed softly, her eyes dark with desire.
 
   “I know,” Leander said slowly. “It's getting late anyway and I'm sure Amani is waiting for us to feed her.”
 
   “You're right.” Yoken pushed to her full height and came towards Leander. Swallowing hard, Leander stared openly. Yoken upper body was naked except for the bandages around her breasts and a loincloth, which did little to conceal the bulge. Thickly muscled legs came to stand over Leander and not able to resist anymore, Leander reached out and ran her fingertips over the muscles of Yoken's thighs. When she looked up it was to find Yoken's eyes burning into hers. She slowly withdrew her hands and cleared her throat self-consciously.
 
   “I'll take care of you later, milord. Please get dressed.”
 
   Yoken smiled slyly at her and began to pull her clothes on. They walked back to the cabin, hand in hand, cocooned in silence. Leander was struck again by how easy it was to just be around Yoken. When the cabin was visible from between the trees, Yoken stopped and kissed Leander tenderly.
 
   “I love you, Leander.”
 
   Leander pressed her head against Yoken's damp shirt. “I love you too, Yoken.”
 
   For a moment that simply stood there, holding each other. They slowly began to make their way to the cabin stopping several times to kiss again and again.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Amani pouted as she looked at the bath. “But I'm not dirty.”
 
   Yoken shrugged. “Even then, you still need to take a bath. You wouldn't want little insects to crawl into your ears and…”
 
   “Yoken,” Leander warned softly.
 
   Yoken sighed and cradled the wide-eyed girl against her chest. “I didn't mean to scare you, little one, but if you want to wake up rested and ready for another day to play with Efidy, a warm bath will relax you.”
 
   For a moment blue and brown eyes clashed and held. Just when Yoken thought she'd lost the battle, Amani nodded.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Sighing inwardly, Yoken gently kissed the soft cheek. “Good girl.”
 
   Undressing the girl, Yoken placed her in the lukewarm water and reached for the soap. Her attention was split between bathing Amani and watching Leander brushing out her long dark locks. Family. The word echoed through her mind and she couldn't stop the smile that broke over her face. By the time she carried Amani to the bed, the girl's eyes were already drooping. While she tucked Amani in, Leander was busy braiding her hair and fastening them on top of her head as she disappeared behind the partition. She heard the soft sloshing sound of water as Leander climbed into the bath.
 
   As eager as she was to watch Leander bathe, Yoken couldn't pull herself away from the drowsy girl. Instead she stretched out next to the girl and pulled her into her arms.
 
   “Yoken?”
 
   “Yes, my angel.”
 
   Amani pulled back to look into Yoken's eyes. “If Leander is a queen and you are a king, what am I?”
 
   Yoken smiled warmly. “You're a princess, darling.” She brushed the blonde bangs out of Amani's face. “Do you want that?”
 
   “Yes. I like being a princess.”
 
   Yoken smiled as she kissed Amani tenderly. For long a moment the only sound in the room was coming from the bathroom and Yoken thought Amani had fallen asleep. Thus she was surprised when the girl spoke again.
 
   “I would like a baby brother or sister. Efidy will soon have a baby brother or a sister.”
 
   Yoken stiffened and heard a soft gasp coming from the behind the partition. Not sure how to respond to that, Yoken bit her lower lip. She was greatly relieved when a soft snore came from Amani and she relaxed against the pillows, closing her eyes.
 
   She could make out the sounds of Leander getting out of the bath and opened her eyes. Leander stood in the room, naked and dripping. Her eyes were wide as they looked at Yoken. Wordless, they stared at each other before Leander retreated behind the partition and came back dressed in a shift. She came to sit on the bed next to Yoken.
 
   “You should tell her.”
 
   Yoken exhaled long and hard. “Why me?”
 
   Leander rolled her eyes. “Because she would take it better coming from you.”
 
   “And if she doesn't?”
 
   Leander pulled Yoken close. “She can't stay angry at you for long.”
 
   “That's it? You want me to break her little heart and take up the role of an ogre, because she can't stay angry at me for long?”
 
   Leander shrugged as her hand dragged down Yoken's body to cup her intimately. “Unless you can get this thing to magically impregnate me, that's the only solution I can think of.”
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   The night was cool and smelled clean after the thunderstorm and Leander burrowed her toes into the wet clay. She loved being here. It takes her back to a time when she was but a young girl, blissfully enjoying the simple pleasures of life. She lifted her face to the sky and smiled. In just a few months, Yoken had managed to erase ten years of absolute misery spent with Gladwan. Her smile faltered a bit. If only she could repay the warrior for this unexpected gift.
 
   “Your Highness?” Leander jumped at the sudden intrusion and turned to find a sheepish-looking Uriana standing behind her. “My apologies, milady. I…I didn't mean to startle you.”
 
   Leander smiled at the warrior whom at that moment looked like a guilty child. “No apologies necessary, Uriana.” She looked out at the moonlit-kissed landscape. “It's been a busy day. What are you still doing up?”
 
   “Pressa is taking a nap while I watch over you, milady.”
 
   Leander rose to her feet and dusted her derriere. “Would you get some sleep if I go back to bed?”
 
   The warrior looked startled and then she blushed deeply. “I…I … No, milady. My duty is to watch over you at all times.”
 
   Leander sighed deeply. After the good rains, it was a bit stifling inside and she wanted to take advantage of on the cool breeze outside. She actually had planned on seducing Yoken, but just like with Amani, the excitement of the day had overwhelmed her warrior as soon as the her head had hit the pillow. She sat down again and patted the place next to her. Since Uriana was planning on staying up, she might just as well keep her company, Leander thought.
 
   “Milady?”
 
   “Sit with me.” At the warrior hesitation, she added a soft ‘please' and almost laughed when the warrior dutifully dropped down next to her. She'd hoped the invitation to be just that instead of the ‘order' the warrior understood it to be. “Thank you.”
 
   They sat in silence for a while. Leander took in the beautiful quiet of the night, but was acutely aware of the warrior sitting ramrod stiff next to her. She suddenly recalled Yoken's remark that the two female warriors were actually partners. Maybe this night could be another fact-finding mission for her.
 
   “Could I ask you something personal, Uriana?”
 
   The warrior stiffened slightly. “As you wish, milady.”
 
   Leander shook her head slowly. “No, Uriana. I would like to have a conversation with you, but only if you feel you're comfortable with me. I would not dare to order you to divulge anything personal.”
 
   The warrior sat quietly for a moment, before she turned to look at Leander. Leander was shocked to find a soft smile tugging at the woman's lips. They had spent four hours together riding on the wagon and not once had the woman tried to engage her in conversation. Thus, it was shocking to find her smiling at her now. And what a transformation? Uriana had a strong stern-looking face which was softened drastically by the smile. She was actually quite attractive, Leander mused.
 
   “On the contrary, milady. I've always hoped for a chance to converse with you.” Leander's eyes widened slightly at the confession. “Up until we've met you, you've been a lucky charm of some sort to all of us.”
 
   Leander blinked at the woman. “I…I don't believe I understand.”
 
   Uriana blushed slightly. “Before every battle, Lord Yoken would stand before us and reminded us that dying was not an option, at least not if we wanted to meet you one day.” Uriana's smiled widened. “We all knew that Lord Yoken would fight like a demon every time, because each battle brought us one step closer to you. In the end, you became the reason for our survival. He lived and fought for you and in turn we lived and fought for him. ”
 
   Astonished by the revelation, Leander could only stare at the warrior. It was only when the warrior began to fidget under her intense stare that Leander looked away. That was also when she realized she was crying.
 
   She had spent some many years disliking herself and the situation she had found herself in that it was almost painful to hear that in that darkness of her life, she was a beacon for so many.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
    
 
   Yoken woke suddenly, not surprisingly though, considering she was sharing a bed with two other persons. But this was different.
 
   Her feet were cold…wet.
 
   She slowly sat up and was instantly apprehensive by what she saw. “Leander?”
 
   What had happened between the two hours she'd gone to bed and now to have distressed her love so much. She reached out and pulled Leander up from where she was seated at Yoken's feet, her tear-stained face pressed against Yoken's feet. Her heart was thundering as she pulled the weeping woman against her chest. A quick glance to side showed that Amani was still in deep slumber. She leaned back and held on tightly to Leander. Whatever happened would only be revealed once Leander had calmed down. But while she waited for Leander to quietly let out her pain, she gently ran her hands over the cool body. Once she'd ran her hands over every part and she was satisfied that Leander was not physically hurt, she relaxed somewhat.
 
   Now all she had to do was wait.
 
   A few moments later, Leander lifted her head from Yoken's chest and hoisted herself up so she could look into Yoken's face. Yoken's heart cracked at the lingering sadness she read in the red-rimmed eyes. Their gazes held for a long moment, before Leander leaned over and pressed the tenderest of kisses on Yoken's lips.
 
   “If ever I'm daft enough to make you think that I don't love or appreciate you, remind me of this night, Yoken.”
 
   Terrified, Yoken tried to kiss her, scared where this might lead. They had only just found each other; she was nowhere close to letting Leander go. Instead of accepting the kiss, Leander pulled away, causing Yoken's heart to make a miss a beat. Desperate to make a connection, she tried again to kiss Leander and yet again Leander pulled away. To her shame. Yoken felt her eyes burning with unshed tears.
 
   “Leander?” Her voice broke as she stared into the anguished eyes of Leander. “Please.”
 
   “Promise me first,” Leander urged. “Promise me that you'll always remember this night.”
 
   Swallowing hard, her hands shaking, Yoken nodded. “I promise.”
 
   “Good.” Leander slid off the bed, making sure to grab the extra blanket Raith had left for them. “Then come outside and show me how much you really love me.”
 
   Yoken sat up wide-eyed, every cell in her body suddenly wide awake and ready for action. Her eyes didn't stray from Leander's body, the see-through shift not hiding anything. She glanced at a sleeping Amani and gently pulled the fur blanket up to cover her. If Leander's need in any way rivaled her own, they would be back in bed before Amani even had a chance to kick off the blanket again.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Leander's skin tingled as alive with an army of ants crawling over her. She walked blindly in the cornfield, not sure where she was going, but knowing that Yoken would find her. Her body was so hot, she was sure it glowed in the night. She found a spot. Not that it was special in any way. She simply knew that her need was so urgent now that she couldn't take one step further. She bended over to spread out the blanket and when she stood back, she gasped in shock when she bumped into a solid frame.
 
   “Yoken?” she asked cautiously.
 
   “Yes, my love.”
 
   Leander spun around threw herself in the strong arms. She sighed contently when she smelt the familiar scent of her lover. She smiled when she felt the large hands began pull her shift up. Tonight, she wanted to be conquered. She wanted to Yoken to experience the victory of the quest. She twisted out of Yoken's grasp and giggled when she saw the shock on Yoken's face. She cocked her head, waiting for Yoken to give chase. When the warrior still stood rooted to the spot, obviously confused, she laughed and took off, quickly crossing rows. She stopped and listened. This late, so close to dawn, the night was quiet. She cocked her head listening for soft treads. When there was none, she turned, ready to put more space between her and her loving pursuer. Instead, a sharp cry escaped her lips when she saw the hulking figure blocking her way. Before she could think of another escape route, she was grabbed and slung over a broad shoulder.
 
   “Did you really think you could escape me, milady? If ever there was scent that I would pick up in crowd, it's yours.”
 
   Leander swung helplessly over Yoken's shoulder, smiling broadly. She's never been one for this brute masculine show of power, but with Yoken, only her Yoken, she loved playing the conquered damsel.
 
   When Yoken lovingly deposited her on the blanket the game changed and hunter became the prey.
 
    
 
   ¤
 
    
 
   Leander smiled as she looked down at the whining girl. “Hush now. I'm almost done.” She hastily finished the last braid and patted Amani on the shoulder. “I'm don…” Before she could finish the sentence, the girl was off like an arrow. She sighed as she turned to look at Raith. “I can't imagine what it'll be like when she grows older.”
 
   Raith smiled as she wiped her brow before she continued kneading the dough for tonight's supper. “You tell me, milady. At least we'll be going through the same nightmare and can join forces against them.”
 
   Leander rose from her seat at the fireplace. She had never noticed the signs of Raith's pregnancy until two nights ago when Amani mentioned it. Looking at the woman now, she noticed that Raith looked a little pale. She must be at least three months along. “Why don't you sit down for a while and let me take over?”
 
   “Uh…” Raith raised wide eyes at her. “I can't expect you to…”
 
   “I insist, dear Raith.” She gently pushed the woman away from the table. “Now go sit down and rest. I'll bring you some water while I finish off here.” She saw Raith grimace and chuckled. “I don't intend to poison our small family.” It was only after she'd spoken that she realized what she'd said. She blushed lightly. Raith swallowed hard and smiled. “Well, you know what I mean. Sorry.”
 
   “No need for apologies,” a voice said from the doorway. Both women turned to find Yoken standing just inside the doorway. A wide-eyed Jeffril stood behind her. “We are a family.” Leander smiled as she made her way over to Yoken. She had read once, somewhere, that the earth was round. A preposterous idea of course, but the writer had mentioned that the earth rotated around the moon, drawn to it, in fact. Yoken was her moon. She was drawn to the warrior like a moth to a flame. Even now with others looking on, she couldn't stop herself from pressing herself against her warrior's side. Yoken's eyes were liquid pools of love as she looked up. She spoke, addressing the other two people in the room without looking away from her. “We would like to invite you to our wedding. As family to the Queen and myself.”
 
   Jeffril made his way over to this obviously overwhelmed wife, his eyes too, had a slight shine to them. “In that case, we would love to be guests at your wedding.”
 
   “Good.” Yoken smiled down at Leander.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   Leander smiled warmly at the nobleman even as she refused his offer to dance. It was her wedding reception after all and she had made a promise to only dance with her new ‘husband'. Yoken had sneaked into her chambers just before the crack of dawn and after an intense session which left her sweaty and trembling afterwards, had made Leander promise that she would not dance with anyone else but Yoken alone. She threw a quick glance over to where Yoken was chatting with a group of nobles which included her father and brother, and smiled when she caught Yoken's eye. A curt nod of acknowledgment for keeping her promise, made Leander almost giddy with anticipation. There was a reward for her at the end of the evening. Stepping passed the still pouting young nobleman; she made her way over to where her mother and sister were having a quiet conversation. How they could hear each other over the loud music and laughter was surprising. She was so used to thinking of Ingram being her only sibling and was thus greatly surprised when the Mooldara entourage included an older, more disapproving Angelia. She still recalled Yoken amazement at the news of having a sister-in-law when she sneaked into Leander's room later that same night. As was becoming a habit lately, Yoken, having detected her unease with having Angelia around, had settled her fears with a tender kiss. “If it'll make you feel better, I think, she seems to be jealous of the fact that you're prettier than her.” For the rest of the night Yoken had showed her repeatedly how beautiful she found Leander.
 
   As she neared the table, her sister, Angelia, looked up. Her face was pulled in a perpetual scowl and Leander made a decision not to let it bother her today. It was the happiest day of her life and she was going to enjoy it to the fullest. She caught her mother's eye and almost giggled when her mother stuck out her tongue at Angelia. If that was what was in store for her had she succeeded in her escape to join the Sacred Sisters, she had to make sure that she thanked Yoken extra hard tonight.
 
   “Mother. Sister. Is there anything you need? Food? More drink?”
 
   Angelia pursed her lips. “This is an almost vulgar display of opulence, sister dear. A more unassuming event, I believe, could have sufficed too.”
 
   Dunhilda rolled her eyes, her irritation evident as she regarded her eldest. “ Armys is the biggest and most affluent kingdom in the realm. The wedding of the Queen should match her station, don't you think.”
 
   “We make due with less than half of the food and drink you are squandering here,” Angelia muttered as she pushed her goblet away. “You could feed several poor families for a year on this… this…”
 
   “Even then, dear sister, I had hoped you would rejoice with me for having found the true love of my life,” Leander cut in almost cheerfully.
 
   Angelia scoffed. “There is no such thing as true love, Leander. I'd have thought that your experience with Gladwan would've at least taught you that. He might be more handsome and younger than your late husband, but he's still a man.”
 
   “That's enough, Sister Angelia,” Dunhilda snapped, putting emphasis on Angelia's title. “It was your choice to join the convent and you knew what you were giving up for that. Secondly, as a woman of the cloth, your message of love should include your own family too. So, please refrain from baiting your sister. If you can't be happy for her, I would suggest you retire for the evening.”
 
   Angelia and Dunhilda were staring daggers at each other, leaving Leander wondering if she should use this moment to escape to the farthest corner of the Hall. She was still contemplating her plan of action when she felt an arm curling around her waist. Looking up she almost cried out in relief at the sight of Yoken. There was a wide smile on the handsome face, but the dark eyes held a look of concern.
 
   “Ladies,” Yoken greeted them charmingly. “You wouldn't mind if I stole my beautiful bride for a short moonlit walk.” She smiled warmly at Leander. “You could do with a bit of fresh air, milady, and I doubt anyone would miss us for a while.”
 
   “Thank you, milord.” After a quick bow to her mother, she took Yoken's hand and allowed her to lead her out of the Hall, down the short hallway and up to the roof garden. When they were sure they were alone, Leander spun around and threw herself into Yoken's arms. “I can't wait for everyone to leave so I could have you all to myself.” As it was the custom, the wedding guests would remain for a few more days. The men would take the new King on hunting trips and numerous drinking exploits, whereas Leander would be left to the mercy of the women where she would be covertly indoctrinated into the traditions and sacrifices of a newly wedded wife. If only they knew that neither Yoken nor she needed any instruction on how to make this marriage a success.
 
   “It will all be over soon enough, my heart,” Yoken whispered. “At least from tonight onwards I don't have to sneak around to see you.” Her eyes darkened as her hand travelled down Leander's back to rest on her derriere. Leander responded by pressing into Yoken until she felt the bulge pressing into her.
 
   “How long do you think we still need to entertain our guests tonight?”
 
   “It depends on you, my queen.” She lifted Leander's hand to her lips and brushed her lips over her wrist. Yoken's eyes were serious. “How did it go with your sister?”
 
   “Bad, but it's not important. My mother handled her.”
 
   “Remind me to thank your mother,” Yoken muttered as she nuzzled Leander's hair.
 
   “I will.”
 
   They stood together, holding each other, as they listened to the sound of festivities around them.
 
   “You're probably tired of hearing this, Yoken, but I love you,” Leander stated softly before lifting her face to Yoken who obediently kissed her lips gently.
 
   “I'll never tire of hearing you saying it, Leander. I love you too.”
 
   They shared another kiss, deepening it slightly, only to break it when they heard a shuffling of footsteps coming up to the roof. An obviously intoxicated Hildor stepped onto the landing and they both relaxed.
 
   “Hey, lovebirds. I was sent to get you,” he slurred. “Your guests are leaving the festivities, believing you've deserted them.”
 
   Yoken and Leander shared a look.
 
   “In that case, Hildor, I want you to spread the word that we've already retired for the night,” Yoken said quickly and grabbed Leander's hand. She squeezed his hand.
 
   “Just a moment,” she said to Yoken and walked over to Hildor. She cradled his face in her hands and gave him a warm kiss on his lips. “You have no idea how much you are to thank for us being here tonight.” She kissed him again. “Thank you.” She stepped away and reached for Yoken's hand, smiling at the stunned look on Hildor's face.
 
   Like naughty children they ducked and dived as they made their way to their chambers. Leander smiled when they entered their suite and she heard Yoken lock the door behind them. She let out a soft breath when she felt Yoken's arms sliding around her from behind. She leaned back into the broad chest. This was so different from her wedding night with Gladwan. She had been waiting for him in her chambers, which he entered while she was almost asleep. Without any preamble he had stripped the bedding from her and took her from behind with brutal force. She shuddered at the memory and felt Yoken's arms tighten around her. She admonished herself mentally for her thoughts, not sure how Yoken would react to her thinking about her disastrous wedding night with her late husband. Instead she felt a soft kiss on her temple.
 
   “It will never be like that, I promise,” Yoken whispered in her ear and turned Leander around to face her. “I will never mistreat you.”
 
   Swallowing at the knot in her throat, Leander nodded. “I know and I trust you.” She reached up and pulled the blonde head down for a searing kiss. They were both gasping for breath in the aftermath of the kiss. “I want you to show me what the rest of our lives will be like.”
 
   “With pleasure, my queen,” Yoken murmured against Leander's lips and led her to the bed.
 
    
 
   The End
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