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Chapter One
 
 
The female warrior stood in the midst of the battlefield, her sweat mixed with the blood of her enemies as it trailed down her arms in the gentle falling rain. Dark clouds muted the sun, causing a gloom to hang over the battlefield. The battle fiercely won, had drawn great sacrifice from both the victor, and the defeated. Kade gazed over the battlefield covered with bodies of the men and women who had died. Their sacrifice in service to the two kings who desired the lands they battled for left her filled with disgust. The ground was soaked with blood, bodies strewn across the mayhem, for the want of ten acres of prime farmland. Tears filled her weary soul as a few survivors, and the wounded milled around the battlefield in a state akin to shock.
A leather mask, covering the left side of her face hid the tears that flowed, but left tracks in her battle soiled skin. For such an insane waste of human life, she would fight no more. The scars on her right cheek burned red from her exertion, the evidence of the battles she had fought for the unworthy King. Her battle days were over. There would be nothing but peaceful days ahead for her she vowed, as she began walking from the battlefield toward the dense forest.
 
 
In the deep shadows of the forest, a young woman stared out at the approaching figure. As she drew near, the woman could see the leather mask that hid part of the tall woman’s face. Iza pondered what could be so hideous that the brave warrior felt a need to conceal. The long, auburn braids bounced on her shoulders as the woman approached, shoulders slumped from the weariness of battle. Her gaze followed Kade into the forest to a small stream, where she dropped to her knees, and leaned over the fresh flowing waters.
 
 
The cool water felt heavenly against her heated skin, and for a moment, Kade was lost in a memory. She remembered playing in a stream as a child, the cool water refreshing her after a carefree day of playing in her family’s yard. The snap of a branch, brought her back to reality. 
Something, someone stepped from the shadows and Kade heard soft footsteps approach. She tore her knife from its scabbard, and wheeled to face her predator. The much smaller woman cowered, frozen in her tracks as Kade’s feral eyes locked upon her.
She raised her arms to show the warrior her empty hands. “I mean you no harm, great warrior,” her gaze fixed on Kade.
“Who are you, and what do you want?” she growled as she lowered the knife.
“My name is Iza, a slave of the army you just defeated, and I wish to serve you, great warrior.” 
“I am a warrior no more, and have no need for a slave,” she spat in disgust. “I will kill no longer for one man’s greed.” She looked at the trembling young woman with a moment of compassion. “If you are a slave, you are now free of the army that held you. Go back to your home, your family.” Kade was confused when the woman burst into tears. “What’s wrong?”
“I have no home. I have been enslaved since I was a young child.”
“Then you are free to make a new way in this cruel world.” 
“I have nothing to offer but my services, and I wish to offer them to you.”
“I have no need of a slave,” Kade repeated. “I intend to travel far across this land to find a place where I can live in peace, away from this madness.” Kade returned the knife to her scabbard. The woman was of no threat to her, and she returned her attention to the stream to resume washing the blood from her body.
“I am a good cook, and a hard worker,” Iza resumed her approach.
“I have already told you I have no need, or desire, for a slave,” Kade growled more harshly than she intended, and saw the woman blanch at her words.
“I have no one, and nowhere to go. I’ve been a slave my entire life and need to learn how to survive on my own. If you will not accept my services, may I join you in your travels?” 
The warrior stared at the young woman. She was persistent in her pleas. “I intend to travel swiftly, and for many hours each day. If you can keep up with my pace, I see no issue with you following along,” she surprised herself by offering this woman hope.
Kade could tell the thought of traveling alone frightened the slave, and couldn’t help notice her excitement at her words. 
“I will be right back.” Iza rushed back in the direction she came. Kade watched her disappear into the trees and for a second her face twitched into a slight smile. She hoped the woman would not become a burden, but it would be nice to have some companionship along her journey’s path. She planned to travel to the land of her birth, hundreds of miles away, and return to her small family farm deep in the mountains.
She washed the grime of battle from her body and turned to pick up her pack. She heard Iza’s approach through the forest and looked up to see her carrying a large pack. “I hope that heavy load will not slow you down, I will not slow my pace for you.” 
“I am used to carrying my supplies, I will keep up.” “Let’s go then, I wish to be far from this madness by nightfall.” Kade stood, lifted her pack, and began briskly walking into the woods.
Iza rushed to follow her path, remaining silent to Kade’s delight, as they walked through the quiet forest.
Kade pushed her weary body to stride quickly away from the haunted battlefield. She never paused to check for Iza, but could hear her frenzied footsteps racing closely behind her. Forced to take three steps to each of her long strides, the smaller woman was determined to keep the warrior's pace. Kade smiled slightly as she listened to the labored breathing echoing behind her.
As the day began to fade, the temperature began to plummet, and Kade watched as the falling mist turned into snowflakes. Her breath puffed out in front of her as she turned to the woman. “We are going to have to find shelter from this storm.”
“There is a small cave just ahead,” Iza said, surprising Kade. “We camped there two days ago.”
“Lead the way then,” she watched as Iza walked quickly ahead.
Kade was relieved when Iza stepped aside after several more minutes, to reveal a small cave. She walked inside and placed her pack against the rough stone wall. “We need to find wood for a fire.” 
“I will do that,” Iza lowered her pack, and left the mouth of the cave.
Kade maneuvered a small ring of scattered rocks into a fire pit, and sat back to watch as Iza returned with a large armful of dry wood and used her skills to start a fire.
 
 
Iza felt the warrior watching her as she sat with her back against the wall, steel gray eyes following her every movement. “Are you hungry?”
“I haven’t eaten a hot meal in days,” Kade said. “I will keep my eyes open for some fresh game on our journey tomorrow.” 
“I don’t have much, but I do have some sausages, and will make some fry bread to go with it.” Iza unpacked her meal and a small fry pan.
“Use this and I will find more water,” Kade handed her a canteen.
Iza poured the ground meal followed by the water into a small wooden bowl, handing the emptied canteen back to Kade.
 
 
“I will be back soon,” Kade took the canteen to search for fresh water. She stepped from the cave, and listened for the sound of running water. If she couldn’t locate a stream, she would catch the snow, and melt it over the fire. That became unnecessary though as she walked into the forest, and followed the sounds to a small stream, where she refilled the canteen.
She stopped at the edge of the forest and watched as Iza toiled around the fire pit, stooped over the fry pan as she fried bread and warmed the thick sausage. Her blonde braids rested across her slight shoulders as she turned the bread in the pan. 
Iza looked up when Kade approached and for the first time, Kade really studied her face. Her blue-green eyes sparkled up at her, and she smiled a bashful smile. Usually people blanched after seeing the scars that ran across her cheeks, and turned away from her cold gaze as quickly as possible. But when Iza looked at her, she did not blanch or turn away.
“The food will be ready in just a little while.”
“It smells good,” Kade sat down, leaned back against the wall to watch her. “My name is Kade.” 
“I am very pleased to meet you, Kade.” She removed the fry bread from the pan. “It’s not much, but maybe it will fill your belly for tonight,” she piled fry bread and sausages on a plate, and carried it to Kade, returning to make a smaller plate for herself.
“Don’t you want some of this sausage?”
“No, I am not that hungry.” 
“You need to eat if you are going to keep up with me tomorrow,” Kade took two of the sausages and placed them on her plate.
She took a large bite of the sausage as she smiled at Kade.
Iza was right. She was a good cook. Kade filled her stomach with bread and sausage then took a long drink of water before handing the canteen to her. “That was a good meal, and I thank you.” 
“You are very welcome, but that is the last of the meat until we find some fresh game.” 
“If we are lucky we’ll find some fresh meat tomorrow during our travels.” 
“Where did you find the water? I need to clean these dishes.”
“Just off to the left a short distance,” Kade watched her walk from the cave.
Kade laid out her bedroll under the shelter of the cave and returned to the fire. The snow was falling in large spiraling snowflakes, and their movement transfixed her. Unaware Iza had returned with clean dishes and fresh water, she was startled when Iza spoke. “It is beautiful, isn’t it?
“Yes, it is, but it could make traveling treacherous for us if it falls like this all night,” As Iza sat beside her, Kade added,  “You should get a good night’s rest, I will be leaving at first light.” She turned away, and walked to her bedroll. She lay down and turned on her side facing the wall, lifting the thick cover above her shoulder.
Iza placed more wood on the fire and walked to her pack for her bedroll. It was much thinner than Kade’s, and she prayed the fire would give her enough heat to stay warm during the night as she placed it close to the flames.
Kade closed her eyes, listening to Iza’s movement around the cave. Originally, she thought the woman would be a burden to her, but tonight’s meal was delicious, much better than her own cooking. If she could keep up the pace, she would prove a good traveling companion. The day’s battle had been fierce and Kade felt a deep weariness. Once she heard Iza settle in her bedroll, she relaxed and allowed the exhaustion to overtake her. 
She awoke several hours later to a soft whimpering sound. She rolled onto her back to find Iza shivering in her sleep next to the dying fire. She quietly crept to her feet and laid fresh wood on the fire. She also took an extra blanket from her pack, and draped it over Iza’s body. As the flames licked around the wood, she could feel the warmth returning and Iza stopped shivering. She climbed back into her bedroll, and lay on her side watching Iza sleep until her eyes grew heavy and she slept.
 
†
Iza woke up an hour later to a roaring fire and an extra blanket pulled over her shoulders. She took the blanket into her hand and brought it to her face. She breathed deeply of Kade’s scent. She was surprised at the fresh smell that soaked her face. She was expecting the stale musky smell of war, a stench she feared would never leave her senses. She buried her face in the blanket and slept until awakened by the sound of Kade stirring in the cave.
 
†
“It is almost daylight,” Kade said, when Iza lifted her head.
“Would you like coffee?” Iza asked as she folded Kade’s blanket and handed it to her.
“Normally, I would say yes, but the snow is still falling, so I think we need to get moving,” Kade tied up her bedroll and stuffed it in her pack.
Iza nodded her head, placed her bedroll in her pack, and shouldered it preparing to leave. Kade spread the remaining ashes in the pit, and carried handfuls of snow to douse the embers. She shouldered her pack and walked from the shelter of the cave, her boots crunching in the blanket of snow.
Iza followed close behind, her small, worn boots sinking in the deepening snow as they left the cave and headed down a narrow path, barely visible beneath the white blanket. The sun rose across the mid-morning sky before they stopped for a brief rest. The call of birds drew their attention as a flock of large black birds filled the sky. “Carrion eaters,” Kade said. “They’re going to the battlefield, drawn by the scent of death”
Iza shivered at the thought.
Kade took a drink from the canteen and turned to offer Iza a drink to find her drinking from her own canteen. She had heard a change in Iza’s footsteps as they walked, and one glance at the soles of her boots told Kade the reason why. Several spots of the old boots had worn completely through, exposing her feet to the elements. Her feet had to be soaked and frozen by now, but she did not offer one complaint.
 
†
They walked for another hour before she stopped, and quietly lowered her pack to the ground. Just ahead of them on the path was a large hare. She took her bow and an arrow from her back, and swiftly shot it. She picked up her pack and walked to where the blood from the hare stained the snow. The animal died instantly, and she retrieved the arrow from the punctured skin, and wiped it in the cleansing snow before replacing it in her quill. She picked up the hare by its long ears and continued down the path.
“We now have dinner,” Kade said, as she walked down the path.
“Maybe we can find some wild vegetables and I will cook us a stew.” 
“No time for stew, we will have roasted hare. We need to walk as far as we can today.”
 
†
As the sun began to sink behind the trees, Iza’s feet were frozen. The wet snow had seeped through the holes in her worn boots. She started to feel miserable, but remained silent, refusing to voice a complaint to the warrior. She would speak no word that could be seen as weakness to Kade, so despite not feeling her toes, she hobbled on.
They were not fortunate to find another cave to take shelter, but at least the snow had stopped during the afternoon. Kade’s steps followed a stream, and when the darkness began to fall, she stopped to set up camp. 
“Find us some wood to start a fire while I prepare the hare for cooking,” she instructed. Iza placed her pack at the base of an ancient tree and began searching for wood as Kade skinned the hare and gutted the carcass before rinsing it in the stream. 
Iza worked quickly to set a fire. 
“Get more wood for the fire while I make us a shelter,” Kade said.
When she had the fire roaring, Kade pierced the carcass with a small limb and placed it over the fire to cook.
 
†
Kade found several long branches and made a lean-to against the tree, which would provide a small amount of shelter from the breeze that had picked up when the sun went down. Iza made a large pile of wood for the fire and disappeared from the campsite. When she returned she dropped two handfuls of pine nuts into a small pan, and listened to them sizzle on the fire. It would take the hare some time yet before it was cooked and the nuts would provide a crunchy treat for them to eat while they waited.
Kade sat by the fire trimming the pelt from the hare as the meat was cooking. She carefully sliced the pelt in half and called to Iza. “Come here please.”
She walked over to Kade.
“Sit down and give me your feet,” Kade said.
She sat close to her and held out her left foot. “This won’t be perfect, but it will be a help in this weather,” Kade wrapped a piece of the pelt around Iza’s worn boot and tied it with a strip of the pelt then repeated the process for her right foot. “Should keep the water out and some of the warmth in,” she tied the strip around her right boot.
“Thank you. That feels better already.”
 
†
Iza had observed Kade during the fight, and witnessed the ruthlessness she possessed in the heat of battle. The tenderness the warrior showed her and the gentle touch of her rough hands as she tended to her worn boots, amazed her. She was shocked by her kindness, and smiled up at her, thankful to have warm feet again.
The pine nuts began to crackle in the pan, so Iza took the pan from the fire and placed it on the snow to cool. Her feet were decidedly warmer as she placed the nuts in two small bowls and handed one to Kade.
“Careful, they may still be hot,” she said as she took a seat beside Kade.
She replaced the knife in her scabbard and took the bowl of nuts from Iza. They were still too hot to eat, so she reached over to turn the hare on the spit.
“You seem to have some knowledge of survival in the forest. How long have you been with the army?” 
“I was captured when I was six when the army destroyed the village I lived in. That was thirteen years ago,” she lowered her eyes.
“That is a long time. Please forgive me for prying.” 
“I don’t consider you prying. I am not ashamed to tell you of my life.”
“It must have been very difficult for a young woman to be enslaved by an army for that long.” 
“At times it was very difficult, but for the most part I was treated fairly, and with as much kindness as a warrior can show a slave.”
“Not all warriors are brutal. I would never consider enslaving another human being.”
“I did not mean to imply that you would, and I am sorry if I offended you.”
“I guess I need to lose my warrior mentality, and not be so defensive,” Kade said, as a form of apology.
Iza took a nut from her bowl and popped it into her mouth, crunching down on the hard roasted kernel “My master was a career soldier, and taught me much about traveling with an army, and how to survive when times turned desperate.”
Kade chewed on a nut as she listened to her.
“I know which roots to cook to ease most ailments, and what herbs to use to make the worst piece of meat taste like manna from heaven. I have walked until I feared my legs would collapse, and have slept more nights under the stars than under a roof.”
She sat quietly as Iza told the brief story of her life. Still a young woman, her master bought her for a few pieces of silver. She told Kade that as she blossomed into womanhood, her master took his pleasure from her. He was a gentle man and when he discovered Iza did not share the same pleasure as he, left her alone and did not force his will upon her. She knew that she was indeed fortunate, for most men would have continued taking their pleasure regardless of a slave’s feelings.
Kade felt a bit of her harshness fall away as she listened to her.
“What about you? How did you become a warrior?”
Kade’s body stiffed at her question trying to keep the painful memories hidden beneath the mask she wore.
“I am large for a woman, and fighting with a bow and sword came very naturally to me. So unsurprisingly, that I was hired at a young age, and have fought for numerous Kings for far too many years.”
“That must have been difficult, living with all that death surrounding you.”
“Much like you, I was a slave, albeit a paid one, to a King, and it was my duty to kill to protect him or to obtain an object of his desire. Killing for money never seemed to worry me, until now.”
Kade turned the hare over the fire and breathed deeply of the smell of the roasting meat. “This is going to take a while”
“Should I find more wood?”
“That wouldn’t be a bad idea. I think we are in for another cold night.”
Kade watched her disappear into the woods, and then stood to search their surroundings for materials to insulate their small lean to for warmth. The temperature was continuing to fall as the night grew deeper and she placed Iza’s bedroll at the back of the shelter. The smaller woman needed more protection from the cold than she, more warmly attired in buckskin breeches and a heavy shirt. She travelled light, but deep in the bottom of her pack was a spare shirt that she would give to Iza to help keep her warm through the night.
When Iza returned carrying a large armful of wood, Kade handed her the heavy shirt.
“Put this on over your clothes. It should help to keep you warm,” she offered the garment in her hand to Iza.
Kade suppressed a smile as Iza pulled the shirt over her slight shoulders and fastened the much-oversized shirt to her body. 
“Thank you,” she wrapped herself in the warmth of the garment.
“You are welcome,” she turned to inspect the cooking hare.
Iza silently watched her turn the cooking meat, and then lean back against a tree to stare up at the darkening sky.
 
†
Kade had been enamored by the heavens since she was a young child who spent hours staring up at the bright stars. As she grew older, she learned to follow the stars into battle and used them as directional tools in her travels. For years, she had longed to follow the North Star back to her home and finally, she had begun this journey. It had been many seasons since she had visited her family, and as she gazed up at the stars, she wondered if her parents would still be alive.
The crackling of the fire brought her attention from the skies, and she found Iza staring into the flames, her eyes heavy and her head beginning to nod. Quietly, she checked the meat and found it fully cooked. She took the carcass off the spit, as Iza set two plates next to the fire with the last few pieces of fry bread from their previous meal.
“We should come across a village in a day or so, where we can purchase some supplies and have a full meal, a roof over our heads, and maybe if we are lucky a pint of the local brew.” Kade sliced the carcass in half and handed a plate to Iza.
The hare had been lean, but the meat still held enough fat that when cooked left their hands covered with a greasy oil, but neither woman seemed to mind. The warm, juicy meat felt good in their bellies, and worked wonders in warming their bodies.
After the meal, they took the plates to the stream, washed them and their hands in the chilly water. Iza packed the plates away as Kade put more wood on the fire.
“That should be enough to keep it burning for most of the night. I suggest we turn in and try to get some rest.”
Iza crawled into her bedroll and pulled the extra blanket over her body as she turned on her side facing the back of the shelter away from the cold. She was exhausted and the shirt and extra blanket were not enough to keep the chill of the ground from seeping into her bones. She pulled the cover tightly around her body, closing her eyes, willing her body to sleep to escape the cold.
Kade struggled to remove a rock from beneath her bedroll and then rolled onto her side facing Iza’s back. She would use her body to shelter the smaller woman from the soft breeze that was blowing, in hopes they could both rest well tonight.
 
†
The chilling cold woke Kade, as the moon rose higher in the sky, and the wind picked up. She added more wood to the fire, and crept back beneath her covers to escape the cold. Iza’s body was shivering noticeably as she turned back on her side. Their bodies were only a foot apart. Kade was able to scoot her bedroll closer to Iza, and she wrapped her body around Iza’s to share her warmth, pulling the covers over both their bodies as Iza slept.
Kade could smell the fragrance of her hair as she laid her head next to Iza’s, and her right arm draped across her waist. She could feel Iza’s smaller body trembling against her body in the frigid cold start to relax, as her warmth seeped through the covers. With a slight smile playing on her face, Kade allowed sleep to overtake her.
Iza woke to the feel Kade’s warm breath against the skin of her neck and she moaned softly as Kade’s body heat began to warm her body. She snuggled deeper into her body and drifted back to sleep. 
 
†
The next morning when Kade awoke with Iza wrapped in her arms, softly covered in snowflakes, she knew they would need to find shelter for the coming night. The bitter cold of a fast approaching winter would take its toll on their bodies if they were not properly provisioned and clothed. Despite her efforts to keep her warm through the night, the young woman’s face was pale from the chill.
She gently shook her awake and whispered. “We should be moving on now.”
Kade felt warmed by the soft smile, and the brightness of the eyes that gazed up at her as she packed her bedroll. “We must find decent shelter tonight,” she grumbled as she pressed her bedroll into her pack. “I had not worried that winter would catch us before we crossed the mountains, but it seems to be starting early this season,” a look of obvious concern on her face.
“How much further is it to the mountains?” she asked.
“We should reach a small village tonight, and then the mountains are another two days walk from there.”  
“Will we be able to make the pass in the snow?”
“Not as we are currently dressed. We will require much warmer clothing and new boots, to make that journey.”
She saw the look of worry in Iza’s eyes as she wondered how she would pay for new clothing. “Let’s get moving,” Kade shouldered her pack and walked away. Kade had already decided that she had no need of her battle sword or chain mail; it served no purpose other than to weigh her down physically and emotionally. She would trade them for the items they would require and not tap into the gold and silver coins she had tucked underneath her shirt. She sensed that with her newfound freedom and desire to be independent, Iza would not like the idea of being beholden to anyone, so she would have to come up with a plan to set her mind at ease. They had a long day to travel, so she would have plenty of time to think.
Iza shouldered her pack, and raced to catch up with Kade who was already at full pace as they left the stream quickly behind.
 
†
The pair walked all day in silence, each lost in their own thoughts as they struggled against the weather. Kade was relieved when just before dusk she spotted the twinkling of candles burning in the windows of a small village. Several children were rushing about, finishing their chores before the night fell, and they directed them to a small home at the far end of the village. The caretaker, an elderly woman welcomed them inside, eager to have paying boarders for the night.
“Tis a wicked storm brewing tonight. Be glad that you have made it to shelter on your journey,” she said.
“Yes, we are indeed fortunate,” Kade, said as they followed the woman inside.
“You may take the first room on the right, after you have settled your belongings, I will feed you some of the stew I have warming over the fire.”
“Thank you,” Kade led them down the slight hallway.
Iza opened the door to a small room and stepped inside. They placed their packs against the wall and surveyed the room. Kade walked over to the fireplace, and used the flame of a candle to ignite the dry wood laid in the pit. The pallet was large enough for two, and placed near the fireplace. They were not magnificent accommodations, but it was certainly better than spending another night on the frozen ground.
Kade reached into her pack and pulled out two small bronze coins to pay for the room and their meals for the night and breakfast the following morning.
“Are you ready for some food?”
“I’m famished,” Iza replied as she followed her out the door.
“Let’s go see what this stew has to offer hungry travelers.”
“Your stew smells wonderful,” Iza said as they returned to the small dining area.
“Tis not much, but it should warm your bellies. Times are getting lean and this early winter will not help matters,” the caretaker muttered as she portioned out two large bowls of stew for Kade and Iza.
“We appreciate your hospitality,” Kade said.
“I’m thankful for your business,” she took the coins Kade handed her.
“We are in need of heavier clothing, and supplies to make it across the mountains. Can you tell me of a local trader I can barter with?”
“I can provide you with food supplies, and the village has a merchant that should sell the traveling clothes you need.” She looked at Kade and the slightly built woman traveling with her. “You picked a horrible time to cross the mountains.” 
“I had hoped we would be across before the first snow fell, but that was not to be.” 
“What takes you beyond the mountains?”
“Home,” To Kade the word sounded so foreign, yet disturbingly comfortable to her ears.
“A warrior needs a good home,” the woman said to Kade’s surprise. “I noticed the weapons when you bent over to enter the door.”
“A warrior no more. I hope to trade my weapons and armor for supplies, and be done with that vicious life once and for all.”
“Henry, the merchant I spoke of will be salivating when he sees your offering. He adores all tools of war even though he never drew a sword in his life,” she chuckled. “Beware though, he is a shrewd businessman, and will put up a valiant effort in bartering with you.”
Kade nodded her head in acknowledgement, and took a bite of the stew. “This is excellent stew.” 
“Thank you, my name is Caroline, and if you will excuse me I’ll bring out some fresh bread and mead for your meals.”
“Thank you again,” Iza said as they watched Caroline disappear into the kitchen.
Caroline returned with a platter of steaming fresh bread and freshly churned butter. She served a bowl of food, and joined her guests at the table. “It is not often we have women travelers.” 
“As I said, I am on my way home, and my companion will be traveling with me for a while.” 
“What are your plans now that you are no longer a warrior?” Caroline asked.
Kade smiled at the inquisitive woman. “I plan to take over my family’s small farm and live out the rest of my days in peace.” 
“A much different life than the one you are leaving. Do you not fear missing the excitement, and challenge of battle?” Caroline asked.
“I hope to find farming and keeping my belly full with food challenging enough,” Kade grinned.
“That you will,” Caroline returned her smile. “What of you? What are your plans?” she asked as she turned to Iza.
Iza appeared bewildered by the question. “Right now, just surviving the passage of the mountains. Beyond that, I am not certain.”
Kade saw the worried frown cross Caroline’s face when she turned to look at Kade. She opened her mouth to speak, and then thought better of her decision, reaching for a slice of bread instead to keep from speaking her mind.
Kade stifled a chuckle as she filled her mouth with the warm stew. She sensed the intuitiveness of Caroline, and knew that she was about to suggest Iza join her in the farming adventure, then realized it was not her place to make such suggestions.
She had been thinking the same thoughts as they traveled that day, and she had decided to offer to buy Iza’s travel supplies for a month of labor once she reached the farm. The offer would provide Kade with assistance, and allow Iza to accept her offer without damaging her sense of pride.
Iza remained quiet as she used the bread to soak up the gravy from the stew.
“Let me get you another bowl,” Caroline said as she stood. 
“That’s really not necessary,” Iza said.
“I don’t want it to go to waste, and with this weather, the chances of serving other travelers in the next few days is slim, so eat up,” Caroline handed another full bowl to the hungry woman.
Caroline witnessed a slight smile pass between Iza and Kade. “Don’t think you are stopping at one bowl either,” she arched a brow as she took Kade’s bowl to refill.
Iza smiled brightly at Caroline. 
“You are going to fill us so full, we won’t be able to make it across the mountain,” Kade warned.
“I doubt that, but you are going to need all your strength to make it through the pass.”
The three women made light conversation as they finished their meal. They shared another round of the mead as they warmed themselves by the fire.
Caroline stood and stretched. “I am going to clean these dishes, and if you ladies do not need anything else tonight, I’m going to take these old bones to bed.”
Iza stood to help Caroline clear the table. “Stay seated, I’ll take care of these in no time. The two of you have traveled all day, and I am sure you are ready for bed also.”
She stacked the dishes in a pile. “Let me know when you are ready for breakfast in the morning, and then I will send you off in Henry’s direction,” Caroline said before disappearing into the kitchen.
“I am ready to get these boots off,” Kade stood to leave the room.
Iza followed behind her, and after closing the door behind them, began removing her own boots. She saw the holes in Kade’s socks and softly chuckled. “It looks like your socks could use some repair.” 
“They have seen their better days. Tomorrow we will look for new ones to go with new boots.”
Kade saw Iza immediately avert her eyes when she mentioned supplies, and took the opportunity to broach the subject of payment.
“I have a proposition for you.” 
Iza looked up from the floor into her eyes. 
“I know you probably don’t have the coin for supplies you will need, so I would like to offer to make the purchases for you as long as you agree to assist me at the farm for one month once we arrive.”
Iza’s eyes glowed with excitement. “I think that is more than fair. I accept your proposition.”
“Fine then.” Kade stretched out on the pallet, and placed her socked feet on the fireplace hearth to warm them.
Iza blew out the candle and joined Kade on the pallet, pulling the thick covers over their bodies. She stared transfixed into the flames until she heard a soft purring and looked over to find Kade asleep. She studied the angry scars on her companion’s right cheek and wondered how Kade had received them. Her imagination danced with images of battles waged, and she fell asleep to dream of the image of Kade embroiled in battle with a fierce enemy.
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Iza woke to the sound of Kade going through her pack, and she rolled onto her side to watch her pull out her chain mail, which she laid next to her sword sheathed in its scabbard. Kade turned to see green eyes watching her.
“I’m sorry to have wakened you. I was trying to be quiet.”
“It’s time for me to get up anyhow.”
“Caroline brought in a pitcher of cool water if you would like to wash your face, and I will tell her we are ready for breakfast.”
“That would be fine,” she said as Kade left the room.
When she joined them in the dining room, Kade and Caroline were discussing a list of food supplies. When Caroline saw her walk in she stood, “I will start breakfast now,” and scurried into the kitchen.
Iza sat across from Kade and poured a cup of strong, steaming coffee. She watched Kade peruse the list and when she looked up Kade caught her staring.
“After we eat, we shall go see Henry and get the rest of our supplies. Caroline will get our food together while we are gone, so hopefully we can start on our way before the morning passes.”
“I have my pack ready, and have plenty of room for extra supplies.”
“Good. We will have to share the load.”
Caroline returned with heaped plates of cured ham, fried potatoes, onions, and fried eggs. “I have fresh milk or water, whichever you prefer.” 
“Milk for me, please,” Kade, said.
“Me too,” Iza added.
Caroline sat with them as they ate, and then walked from the house to point out Henry’s shop for them. “Good luck with your bartering.” 
Iza followed Kade, who carried the sword and chain mail. When they reached Henry’s shop the door was propped open so they dusted the mud from their boots and entered the room.
“Good morning, ladies. Caroline told me that you have items for trade.”
“Yes, I see the news travels fast,” Kade said.
Henry approached them cautiously. He winced noticeably at Kade’s scarred face, and the mask she wore. It was obvious to Iza that her size and appearance intimidated the slight man.
“We are in need of heavier clothing and boots for travel, as well as warmer packs for sleeping.” 
“Why don’t you take a look at the boots and clothing while I examine your trade goods,” Henry said, anxious to get his hands on her weaponry.
Kade fixed her steely eyes on him making him nervous, then slowly handed over the sword and chain mail. “You won’t find items crafted like these in this region. I know well what they are worth, so don’t waste my time.” 
Henry nodded his head as he took the items she offered, and then she followed Iza to the clothing area of the shop.
Kade picked out a pair of warm boots, and found a smaller pair for Iza, who was looking at new socks. “Here, try these on for fit,” she handed her the boots.
They would also need hats to ward off the rain and snow, and oilskin coats to repel the weather. Kade picked out heavy wool sweaters, and two thick bedrolls with extra blankets rolled into them. Then she located a pair of thick breeches for Iza. She held them up next to Iza, found they were long, and she would need to tuck them into her boots, but they should work well to keep her warm during their travels.
“Are there any cooking supplies you need?” 
“I’m good,” Iza, answered.
Kade picked out a new hunting knife, and a handful of new arrows for her quill. She was impressed with the quality of the arrows, surprised to find such quality in a small farming community.
She carried their purchases over to Henry, and placed them in front of him to review. He studied the items, and then reached into a drawer and took out five gold pieces.
“Shall we call it even?” he asked as he handed Kade the coins.
“A fair trade indeed,” Kade said as she pocketed the coin, and handed Iza half of the goods. “Good day sir” 
“Was it a good deal?” Iza asked.
“I could have probably gotten a few extra coins out of him, but I fear they are headed into a lean winter season,” Kade said as she walked ahead.
Iza followed closely behind. When they reached Caroline’s house they went into the room and packed the bedrolls. Kade slid the new arrows into the quill. “Put your new breeches and boots on and maybe your sweater. We will pack the coats until we need them,” Kade slipped a pair of new socks over her feet and put her new boots on.
Kade picked up her pack and walked from the room, leaving Iza in privacy to change clothes.
Kade sat her pack on one of the dining room seats, took out a small item wrapped in cloth, and placed it on the table. She began packing the items Caroline had placed on the table for them, and took a larger portion for her pack.
Caroline returned to the room as Iza came out and began packing the rest of the supplies in her pack. “You two look ready to travel,” she handed a cloth bag to Kade.
“What is this?”
“I packed a few slices of bread and ham for your travels.” 
“That is very nice of you,” Kade stuffed the bag in her pack.
“Is there anything else you need?”
“I believe you have us well supplied,” Kade handed her one of the gold pieces she had received from Henry.
“This is more than I would normally charge.” 
“Take it for your kindness. I have something else for you,” Kade picked up the small cloth wrapped object and handed it to the round woman.
She unfolded the cloth, and a jewel studded dagger shone brightly. Caroline’s eyes widened at its beauty.
“I want you to have this, and if times get hard this winter take it to Henry to barter for the supplies you need.”
“I cannot accept this,” Caroline said. “It must be worth a fortune.”
“A fortune, no, but it should keep you well supplied this winter. You would be doing me a great service by taking it off my hands.”
“I really cannot.” 
“This dagger was a spoil of battle, and it is a memory I no longer wish to carry with me. I would rather no one but you take it for your kindness.”
Caroline accepted the gift with tears in her eyes. “I hope that if you ever return this way you will stay with me again.” 
“If we do, we will surely stop in for your good cooking,” Kade promised.
Caroline smiled at her use of the word ‘we.’
She looked at Iza. “Are you set?”
“Yes, I am,” Iza shouldered her pack.
They hugged Caroline and thanked her again for her hospitality. She walked with them outside and watched as they donned their hats and walked toward the end of the village. They stopped before disappearing into the forest and waved at Caroline who was still watching them from the porch. She lifted her hand to wave and with a smile watched as they disappeared from view.
 
†
For two days, they struggled through the mounting snow to reach the foot of the mountains. They found a large cave to use as shelter at the foot of the mountain pass, and spent the night huddled together by the fire for warmth after sharing a hot meal together.
The next morning, Kade woke first and stepped to the front of the cave, her breath forming a cloud in front of her. She looked up at the pass that awaited their footsteps. Though the snow continued to fall, the path remained clear enough to pass through, at least for now. Once they cleared the pass, they would enter a dense forest that would take a week to travel. Their journey had just begun and Kade ached for the welcome sight of her home. When she turned back into the cave, Iza was packing, also eager to get the day’s journey complete.
She walked back toward her. “Today will be difficult, but once we clear the mountains our journey will be much easier,” she promised.
Iza handed Kade her coat and pulled her hat down to cover her eyes. “I am ready,” she said as she shouldered her pack.
Kade pulled the coat across her shoulders and picked up her pack. “Let’s be off then.”
With the sun struggling to breach the horizon, the two women left the shelter of the cave to meet the challenge of the mountain peak blocking their way. Kade carefully picked a path as they began the rocky ascent. The path rose quickly and they found their labored breath puffing out in front of them as they climbed. Kade’s longer strides took her ahead of Iza and she stopped to allow the smaller woman to catch up with her. As she turned to offer Iza a hand of support over a large boulder, Iza could see the stripes across her cheeks glowing red.
They reached the crest of the pass just after midday where they stopped for a brief rest, and a meal of dried beef strips. Kade drank deeply from her canteen as she fought off the weariness in her body. “By dark fall we should have cleared the mountains and will seek shelter in the forest. There we will find fresh water and will take a hot meal before we continue on tomorrow.”
Iza knew that Kade had passed this way before and was confident that she would lead them down the mountain safely to their next shelter. Eager to escape the brutal cold winds of the mountain and the thick snow, Iza was the first to stand and shoulder her pack. Kade could see the toll of the climb on Iza’s face as she grimaced to lift her pack, but she knew they must be off the mountain as quickly as possible, for once the sun disappeared the mountain would not be fit for man or beast.
As they neared the bottom of the pass, Kade heard her cry out as she lost her footing in the snow. Her ankle twisted as she tried to keep her balance and Iza crumpled to the ground in agony. She rushed back to her and knelt at her side. 
“Where are you hurt?”
“I have wrenched my left ankle,” she said as she tried to stand.
Kade gently removed the boot to examine her foot. “I do not think it is broken, but it is strained and will be painful for days.” She looked down the path and then made a pack of frozen snow, which she placed over Iza’s injured ankle. “This will help, even though it hurts at first. I will carry our packs down the remainder of the pass then return for you,” she said.
 Her face was twisted with pain as she insisted; “I can make it.”
“No, you can’t. I will be back as soon as possible.” She lifted Iza’s pack, and with a soft smile took off down the path.
Iza laid her head back against a boulder and closed her eyes against the pain. She cursed her luck for slipping and injuring her ankle. She did not intend to slow Kade’s journey, but this would surely cost them precious time. She listened for the crunch of Kade’s boots in the snow, and was relieved to hear her return.
When she opened her eyes to look at Kade, the warrior could see the glossed looked of pain clouding her eyes.
“Let’s get you on your feet and down this mountain,” Kade said as she lifted Iza to her feet.
Iza could not bear weight on her left foot even though she gritted her teeth against the pain. After several futile attempts to walk with her assistance, Kade said, “This will not do,” and picked Iza up in her arms. “Put your arms around my neck.” 
Iza circled Kade’s neck with her arms, and laid her head on Kade’s shoulder. She could feel the strength of Kade’s body as she carried her down the path to the cave at the base of the mountain. Kade gently placed her on the bedroll she had prepared and told her to rest while she started a fire.
Delirious with pain, Iza closed her eyes, and let her consciousness drift beyond her grasp. Kade set to the task of starting a fire, took her bow, and stepped into the forest. She had filled their canteens, and had started back toward the cave when she heard rustling in the brush ahead. She nocked an arrow in her bow and waited to see what form of creature would emerge from the dense brush. To her delight, a small wild boar stepped onto the path ahead of her and froze by her unexpected presence. She quickly took aim and let her arrow fly. The arrow dropped the young animal in its tracks, and she rushed forward to bleed the carcass. The animal would provide them with food for many days. Kade would cook the beast while they rested inside the protection of the cave, to allow Iza’s injury to heal. After removing the head and internal organs, she washed the carcass in the frigid stream. She located heavy branches to build a spit and returned to the cave.
Iza remained asleep as Kade prepared the boar for cooking. She skinned the beast, and placed patches of the fatty meat in a fry pan over the fire. The fat would fry up quickly, crisp and crunchy, while it would take a day or more to cook the meat. Kade left the fat frying and scavenged for wood to keep the fire going for several days. When she returned, she turned the fat in the pan and finally sat down for a brief rest. She located a small boulder and turned to check on Iza, who was still fast asleep. After a few minutes rest, she fished a bowl from Iza’s pack and walked back to the small stream where she had spied a final crop of fall berries. As she filled the bowl, Kade popped one of the berries into her mouth. She moaned softly as her mouth filled with a burst of sweet juices. These would do well to compliment the crunchy fat for a light meal while they waited for the meat to be slowly roasted.
She returned to the cave to find Iza awake and carefully stretching. “How are you feeling?”
“My ankle is throbbing, but I’ll survive.”
Kade carried her pack and placed it at Iza’s feet. “You need to prop that foot up to help reduce the swelling,” she said as she took Iza’s ankle, and placed it on top of the pack.
“What are you cooking that smells so good?”
“I killed a small boar, that will keep us in meat for several days,” Kade said proudly. “It will take all night to cook, but I have fried up some fat, and found berries to hold us through the night.”
“If you will open my pack, there are a few crusty rolls left as well.”
“Are you ready to eat?”
“I am famished,” Iza replied.
“We shall eat then.”
Kade took out two plates, placed the bread, and fried fat on them. She carried a plate and the bowl of berries over to her. “Here you go,” she said as Iza propped her body up to eat.
She returned with her plate and a canteen of water. “Tomorrow we shall have fresh meat.”
Iza took a bite of the crunchy fat. “This is delicious, and these berries are so sweet, wherever did you find them?”
“There is a small stream close by, and the bushes were filled with the season’s last offering.”
“We should take some with us on our journey,” Iza said.
“We shall if there are any left by then,” Kade placed one in her mouth. “We shall spend a few days here to prepare the meat and allow your ankle to heal.”
She knew it would be pointless to insist she could walk, and simply nodded her head in agreement.
Iza filled her belly then laid back to rest as Kade tended to the fire and the cooking meat. Kade sat beside the fire and glanced back at the snow-covered mountain, glowing under the brilliance of the moon. She was relieved that they had survived that part of the journey, and looked forward to a smoother route ahead.
They would find their way to the river and follow it through several small villages before they cleared the forest. Then it would be three more days walk through a bountiful valley before she would reach her home. She grew anxious thinking of home, and wondered who would be there to welcome her from her travels.
Satisfied that the meat was cooking properly, she walked deeper into the cave and crawled into her bedroll. She woke once during the night to add wood to the fire. When she crawled back into her bedroll, her movement woke Iza.
Iza listened to the sound of Kade’s breathing until she was sure she was asleep and then turned onto her side to wrap her body around Kade’s. She had grown dependent on the comfort of her body and snuggled in close, breathing in the scent of the leather mask that covered her face. Kade’s body shifted in sleep and her hand covered Iza’s as it draped across her hip. The warm, rough skin of Kade’s large hand covered her tiny hand as she sighed and her eyes closed in slumber.
Kade rose early and located a small niche in the cave wall that would serve her well as a small oven to bake some bread. She toiled at mixing the bread and poured the mixture into a baking pan. She filled the bottom of the niche with glowing embers, and placed the pan on a small ledge. She positioned a small boulder in front of the opening to trap the heat inside the niche, and then walked to the fire to check the meat. She turned the meat and went to the cave for her bow. She also picked up a small cloth bag and stepped out into the morning chill in search of food.
When she returned, the bag was full of wild potatoes, pine nuts, and onions she had located near the stream. Iza was awake and staring out at the mountain when she heard Kade approach.
Kade removed the pine nuts from the bag, and saw Iza looking at her.
“I feel so useless watching you do all the work.”
“Well you can prepare these,” Kade said as she handed her the bag. “I think some fried potatoes and onions would taste good with wild boar. I also have bread cooking.”
“You’ve been busy this morning.”
”We should be able to trim off some of the outer layers of meat for a late breakfast.”
Iza went to work slicing the potatoes and onions for cooking as Kade stored the pine nuts for leaner times. She also checked on the bread, and found that it was baking much better than she expected.
As Iza cooked the vegetables, Kade took out her knife and began cutting slices of the meat to cool. They finished a hearty meal and Iza climbed back onto the bedroll to prop her foot which had begun to throb again. Kade took her bow and went out to scout the path ahead. “I’ll be back later,” she said as she left the cave.
 
†
She walked quietly through the woods following the stream for an hour, before she found the river she was searching for, and made a mental note of its location. When she returned to the cave, Iza was sleeping soundly, so she gathered more wood, and then sat by the fire carving a small block of wood to pass the time. An occasional whimper would reach her ears and she would turn to find Iza tossing in her sleep in obvious pain. Her skills as a healer were not good but she ventured back to the streambed in search of a few herbs she could boil that should take the pain away for a while. Iza had described some of them to her as they cooked together and she searched until she found what she hoped were the right ones. She surprised herself with the compassion she felt toward Iza. She had intended to allow her to travel with her for only part of her journey, but she was quickly learning to enjoy her company. In spite of the injured ankle, she had proven herself a worthy travel companion, a good cook, and a hard worker. She also could not deny the attraction she was feeling any more than she could ward off the snow that had begun to fall again as she walked back to the cave.
Kade brushed the snow from her clothing when she stepped back inside the cave and her cheeks were flushed with cold. Iza was snuggled under the bedroll when she returned. “You look cold.”
“The temperature is dropping and it’s snowing again,” Kade shook the flakes from her hat.
“Come here and let me warm you,” Iza turned back the bedroll covers.
Kade hung her coat on a jutting rock and slipped out of her boots. Chilled to the bone, there was nothing more she could do in this weather, so she crept under the covers and allowed Iza to pull her close. The heat radiating from Iza’s body seeped through her clothing to caress her skin as Iza wrapped her arms around her. Their faces were inches apart as Iza whispered, “Now, don’t this feel good?”
She searched Iza’s green eyes and found a glint of excitement shining in them. “Yes, it feels good to be warm again.” The heat of Iza’s body ignited warmth deep inside Kade as their bodies pressed close.
Kade found her eyes searching Iza’s face as they lay close together. The suppleness of Iza’s lips called to her as her eyes pleaded for Kade to kiss her.
Iza boldly slipped a warm hand under Kade’s tunic and pulled her body closer. When Kade remained frozen, Iza became the aggressor and leaned forward to brush her lips against Kade. Kade’s mind swirled with the sensation of soft lips brushing over hers and her body felt a rush of exhilaration it had never felt before. She allowed her lips to press against Iza’s and when she parted her lips, their tongues met, making Kade’s heart race with excitement.
Iza rolled onto her back, pulling Kade’s body onto hers as her hands caressed the length of Kade’s back. Kade was overwhelmed with desire as their tongues danced as Iza’s fingertips sent rivers of heat rushing to her core. Kade closed her eyes and allowed Iza to work her small hands beneath her breeches to pull Kade’s hips into her body. Nature took over as Kade’s hips began to grind into Iza as she moaned with intense pleasure. Kade increased the speed and power of her thrusts causing Iza to gasp to catch her next breath until she cried out in pleasure and grabbed Kade roughly as her body shook uncontrollably. They remained speechless, unwilling, or unsure of what had just happened between them as their bodies slowly returned to normal. Kade made a motion to move off Iza, but Iza held her firmly in place with surprising strength.
“Please don’t leave me. That felt so wonderful.”
Kade propped her body on her elbows to take part of her weight off Iza. Her cheeks flushed, and her eyes burned with passion as she locked eyes with Kade, and slowly moved one hand from Kade’s hips around to touch her womanhood.
Kade shuddered with pleasure at Iza’s light touch and she yearned for more. She leaned down to softly kiss her as Iza’s fingers gently probed and explored her body. She felt Iza’s fingers slide into her as her mind exploded with pleasure, and she cried out to Iza.
As her body continued to vibrate with pleasure, Kade touched Iza, entering her silky wetness as Iza’s hips writhed in excitement until they collapsed together in exhaustion. Kade carefully rolled off Iza and pulled her into her arms. Iza rested her head on Kade’s chest as they lay together in blissful comfort until they drifted off to sleep.
When Kade woke hours later, Iza was watching her sleep, and she smiled a bashful smile. Iza lifted her fingers to touch the scarred skin of her cheek, her fingers slowly caressing the length of each scar. Kade fought the urge to recoil from her touch. No one else had ever touched the damaged flesh, but she found Iza’s touch was very soothing. When her fingertips reached the edge of the leather mask, they paused before returning across Kade’s cheek. 
Iza locked eyes with Kade and whispered to her. “I want to see all of you.”
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes, I want to see the face of the woman I adore,” she answered, surprising Kade.
It didn’t matter to Iza what lay underneath the mask. She was falling in love, and did not want Kade to feel like she had to hide anything. 
A tear fell from Kade’s right eye, and slid down her cheek. Iza watched the trembling of Kade’s left hand as she reached behind her head to untie the mask and lowered it from her face.
Iza gasped in shock at the most beautiful smooth skin she had ever seen, and she could not prevent her fingers from touching the perfect, unmarred skin. “You are so beautiful to me,” she whispered as Kade searched her face for a response. 
“Can you love my ruined face?” she asked.
“To me you are not ruined, and I love everything about you. These are a testament of the hard life you have lived,” she whispered as her fingertips softly grazed the scars, followed by soft lips.
Kade gasped as her face burned as if she had moved too close to the fire, and then as suddenly, her skin grew cold. “What on earth?”
Iza’s eyes grew wide with shock. “Your face…but how?” she stammered.
“What? What is it?”
“Your scars are gone. Your skin is without blemish.”
A smile grew on Kade’s face. “It’s the magic.”
“What magic?”
“It was years ago when I got these scars during an especially vicious battle. When the fighting was over, I moved through the strewn bodies to find an old woman on the brink of death.”
“Who was she?”
“I don’t know her name. I took her in my arms and provided what comfort I could to her during her passing. She smiled up at me through pain-filled eyes, and touched my ruined face. I felt the same cold sensation against my skin as a moment ago.”
“What do you think it was?”
“The old woman’s magic. As she lay dying in my arms, she smiled and stroked my cheek. Then she spoke.”
“What did she say?”
“She promised that when I found someone worthy of my love that would love me without fault, my face would heal and I would once again be whole.”
Iza looked at her completely bewildered.
“You are that person, and your love has healed me.”
“That is amazing,” Iza said, her fingers caressing Kade’s soft skin. She lifted her lips to kiss the flawless skin.
Kade smiled at her.
Iza kissed her way back to Kade’s lips and they spent the remainder of the night consummating their love for one another. 
 
†
Two days later, Iza was well enough to travel. They packed their goods, and as they walked past the fire, Kade dropped the leather mask into the embers. She reached for Iza’s hand, and they left the cave hand in hand, eager to begin a new life together.
 
 
About the Author
 
Ali Spooner
 
Ali Spooner is a native of Florida, currently living and working in Memphis, TN. Home for Ali is Pensacola, Florida where she has a partner of twenty years, one son and a grandchild that has her wrapped completely around her little finger. Her other children are all four-legged, three dogs and two cats, and her dearest companion in Memphis, Rascal, a rescued tiger kitten named after her favorite country group.
A true daughter of the South, Ali enjoys spinning stories about the South, the strong, but gentle women and creatures that make it a wondrous place to live.
As an “Indie” author, Ali has been writing for many years as a hobby, and after a cancer diagnosis in 2010, she decided to take a leap and start self-publishing and has published over a dozen stories. Ali’s characters range from cowgirls and psychics, to a healthy dose of supernatural beings. She has written stand-alone titles and series. Ali frequently writes several stories at a time, depending on which characters are bouncing around loudest in her head.
Ali is an avid reader and her other hobbies include photography, outdoor activities and watching college sports.
 
 
Other Books from Affinity eBook Press
 
 
Back in the Saddle by Ali Spooner
The crew from Cowgirl Up are back in the saddle for more fun. In their new adventure, Coal, Stormy, and Gene get the chance to be part of something they have always dreamed of—a cattle drive. Even without the gang being at the MC2 ranch, there’s still plenty of action going on with a new addition, Doc Bo, brings a hint of jealousy and maybe the start of a new romance. Pull on your boots and hats, and hold on tight as you ride along with the crew of the MC2.
 
Faith in Rayne by Dannie Marsden
Welcome back Rayne and Lisbet from Rayne Comes to Town and Rayne’s New Beginnings. Their life has flourished since meeting. Rayne ventures to Telluride, Colorado, where both adventure and trouble land at her feet. Lisbet heads to Telluride to reunite with Rayne, her head filled with dreams of their future only to have her dreams come crashing down. Can she find the strength to fight for Rayne, allowing her faith to guide them back to their love?
Fortunes by Alane Hotchkin
Despite the curves life has thrown Remmy Garrick, her life is going along pretty good except mysterious things keep happening at her job sites. State Investigator Kira Kirpatrick is assigned the case, and everything about Remmy draws Kira to her.  Circumstances beyond their control throw their lives into a frenzy. Does Kira have the courage to step up and accept the love Remmy is offering, or will she continue to hide behind her secrets and let them control her?
Captivated by Annette Mori
Juliet Lewis has one too many quirks for her own well-being. Snooping was bound to get her in trouble. Sexy police officer Tanner Sullivan gets Juliet’s attention and she wants to know more. Will Tanner turn out to be her jailor or savior? Sparks fly when the obsessive-compulsive Juliet and the paranoid Tanner cross paths in this quirky thriller with a new twist around every corner.
Pausing by Renee MacKenzie
Jordy Chapman is the Emergency Service Coordinator at Cypress Haven mental health facility in Naples, FL. Keira Yeager’s family owns an upscale furniture store in Naples and orchestrates a generous donation of furniture to Cypress Haven. When the two meet, they hit it off immediately. Will a Yeager family’s anguish and misunderstanding threaten their new relationship?
Breaking the Silence by JM Dragon
Still grieving five years after the death of her father, Dilana Sterling is a shadow of the woman she once was…a successful author with a string of best sellers, and a longer string of women. Rachael Alderman, a teacher at the local orphanage, lives a quiet, yet satisfying life. When Dilana and Rachael meet, they develop a friendship that leads them on personal journeys of self-discovery. Will their memories of the past prevent them from moving toward each other, or will they find a path that leads to each other so they can experience life together?
The Termination by Annette Mori
Codee is having a bad day and it’s only going to get worse. Sawyer, a compassionate young woman, is resigned to her fate. Her only question is what fate is that? After slipping on ice, Codee wonders if she is hallucinating and fallen into an Alice type rabbit hole. The only thing she knows is that she needs to save Sawyer. Enjoy this satirical romance, with all of its twists and turns, that just might make you go hmm...
The Next Time by Erin O’Reilly
What if you had the chance to make history stop repeating itself? Would you sacrifice today for a chance at a better tomorrow. There is a moment in everyone’s life that defines their future. For Jac and Carol, that time is now. Jump ahead twenty-five years and meet Carol’s granddaughter Livvy. She is ready for a challenge and is fleeing the nest and getting on with her life. Read this wonderful love story that spans several lifetimes.
Open Your Heart a Sensual Collection by Ali Spooner
Excite your senses, rejuvenate your memories and best of all flirt with the edge of eroticism. Allow us to help you relive that first kiss, flirting with young love, your dream come true, surprise encounters, and your wildest desires… Enjoy these stories of love, sweet seduction, and steamy encounters. Open Your Heart…a sensual collection.
Secret of Stone Creek by Natalie London
Jennifer Cameron arrives in Stone Creek, Wisconsin to sell her grandparents’ large Victorian home. While there she is intrigued by a twenty-four-year-old never solved murder. Her attraction to the lovely and mysterious librarian, Diana vies for her attention. Follow this suspenseful whodunit to its conclusion.
The Promise by JM Dragon
An accidental meeting with Melissa Grant, leads to an unexpected offer for Kris Lake—refurbishing a beach cottage, with the help of Melissa’s granddaughter Claire. Do outer imperfections prevent them from reaching the beauty that lives inside and the chance of a happy new life? Find out in this lovely romance that will fill you with heart-warming sensations throughout the story.
Christmas at Winterbourne by Jen Silver
The Christmas festivities for the guests booked into Winterbourne House has all the goings-on of a traditional holiday. The only difference is that this guesthouse is run by lesbians, for lesbians. Join the guests and staff at Winterbourne for a Christmas you’ll not soon forget.
The Review by Annette Mori
Silver Lining, a successful lesbian romance writer, has the crazy idea to sponsor a contest where the first reader who posts a review wins a home-cooked meal with an offer to fly the winner to Washington State. Jasmine, the winner, has engaged in subtle flirtations with Silver. Bizarre messages from the unknown fan has Silver questioning the wisdom of a relationship with Jasmine.
South of Heaven by Ali Spooner
Kendra Drake has taken over as Captain of her father’s shrimp boat. As a favor to her father, Kendra has agreed to give fellow shrimper, Lindsey Bowen, a chance to work on the boat but first must prove herself to Kendra and her crew. Lindsey finds a way into Kendra’s heart. Will it only last for the summer?
Catch to Release by Lacey Schmidt
On the verge of success, lesbian folk-rock star, Shay Greenaura, finds herself caught up in more than just her music. Threats have her manager hiring a security firm for protection. Addison Weller, a former Diplomatic Security Services agent is called in to assess the threats against Shay. Their undeniable attraction, brewing silently between them, could prove to be a fatal distraction. Follow this fast-paced adventure to its surprising romantic conclusion.
Ready for Love by Erin O’Reilly
Kylie Wilcox’s life dramatically changed with the death of her husband. Dr. LJ Evans, a renowned archaeologist, needed and wanted nothing but her work for her happiness. Their worlds are about to collide and lives will be altered forever.
Neptune’s Ring by Ali Spooner
In the sequel to Venus Rising, Nat and Liz, owners of Venus Rising, invite Levi and Vanessa to join them in a venture for a new club on another island. They find the perfect place in an unfinished resort, Neptune’s Ring. While on the island, Levi is drawn into a mystery involving secret compartments and a murder. Join the characters in this page-turning adventure, filled with steamy romance, intrigue, and an unsolved murder.
The Ultimate Betrayal by Annette Mori
Lara is a successful, beautiful, charming, financier. She is also a total control freak, so whatever Lara wants, Lara makes sure she gets. Rachel is Lara’s fun-loving, charming, irresistible wife. Sophia’s surprise visit to see Lara sets in motion a number of life changing events for them all. Hell has no fury as a woman scorned.
Keeping Faith by TJ Vertigo
You loved them in the previous novels, Private Dancer, Reece’s Faith, and Reece’s Star, now join the antics of Reece, Faith, Cori, Vi, and even The Animal, one last time in Keeping Faith.
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