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Scorn of the Sky Goddess

With the balance of power shifting, the young witch Dianna must destroy the Sky Goddess, Madhea, before the world turns into a frozen tomb. First, she’ll need to convince the Ice People to give her their goddess stones, making them vulnerable to Madhea’s wrath. Next, she must confront an army of dwarves and giants to retrieve the final and most powerful stone. Only then will her magic be strong enough to take on the Sky Goddess. But even with all the stones, she can’t fight Madhea alone. Forced to rely on the two men competing for her love, she has to convince her rivals to work together while ignoring her pining heart. 
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“Wise and beautiful goddess, thank you for sparing my life.” Kneeling before the Sky Goddess, Rowlen couldn’t believe he’d ascended to the top of Madhea’s impenetrable Ice Mountain, which would’ve been an impossible task if it hadn’t been for the pixies. He’d briefly wondered why the reclusive goddess had sent them to help him. Was it compassion or curiosity? Either way, he thanked the Elements for this opportunity. 

The deity’s wings fluttered as she leaned forward on her throne carved of jagged ice columns that resembled menacing dragon fangs. Steepling her fingers, she regarded Rowlen for a long moment, a cascade of pale hair falling over her shoulder, her green eyes shining like twin gems against skin as white as snow. 

Rowlen couldn’t help but be captivated by her beauty. She was far prettier than any human woman he’d ever seen, even more so than his fair wife. Thoughts of her sweet smile and red-rimmed eyes just before he’d set out on his quest filled his heart with shame, that he would admire the beauty of another.   

Madhea’s wings slapped the back of her throne as she crossed one leg over the other. “What is your name?”

Keeping his head bent, he peered up at her. “Rowlen, My Deity. Rowlen Jägerrson.” He felt like a thick strip of venison as her gaze raked his body. Why was she looking at him so?

“You are bigger than most mortals.” The deity shifted again, licking her bottom lip. “Why did you try to scale my mountain? Did my sister send you to kill me?”

“Nay, My Deity.” He vehemently shook his head, shifting weight from one sore knee to the other. “I have come to plead for your help. My son is very ill.”

She stiffened, her eyes narrowing. “You have a wife?”

“Aye, and a young son. He can scarcely draw breath.” He fought to keep the pleading note out of his voice, knowing from tales of old that the goddess had little compassion for human weakness. 

She leaned back, carefully examining her smooth fingernails. “And what do you expect me to do about it?”

“You are our only hope. Please show my child mercy. He is barely two winters old and such a sweet boy.” His voice cracked as the memory of Alec’s pitiful whimpers resonated in his mind. He cursed his foolish emotions, biting down on his knuckles to keep from crying out.  

“So you want me to heal him?”

“Please, My Deity,” he begged, a tremor involuntarily rattling his chest. He sucked in a sharp breath as he awaited her answer, feeling like a hapless climber in that space between the crack of the mountain and the avalanche that ensued. 

She regarded him with eyes as cold as a serpent’s. “And what will you do for me in return?” 

“I will build a shrine in your honor and pay homage to you the rest of my life.” Though he meant what he said, he feared this wouldn’t be enough.  

“You should be honoring me anyway.” She waved with a disinterested flick and draped one leg over the armrest of her throne. “If I save your boy, every mortal with a sick child will be clawing at my mountain.” 

He wanted to tell the cold-hearted ice shrew that as the people’s goddess, she should be helping them, but he bit his tongue, forcing back words he knew would bring Madhea’s wrath upon his head. 

“I will tell no one. You have my word.” He placed a hand on his heart. “What would you have me do, My Deity? I will do anything for my boy.” 

One pale brow arched, and her lip curled up in a feral smile. “Anything?”

Rowlen’s heart hit his stomach when he realized he’d just placed his fate in the hands of a madwoman. Elements save him. 

* * *
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ROWLEN HURRIED ACROSS the thick rugs of Madhea’s bedchamber, pulling his tunic over his head. As he slipped on a vest, he cringed at the shrill scream that echoed off the walls, the sound licking at his heels like dragon flames. 

The Sky Goddess advanced behind him, her toenails scraping the ice floor as she wrapped a white robe around her lithe body. “Must I beg you to stay, Rowlen? Is that what you wish? To bring a goddess to her knees?”

“Nay.” He spun around, heat flaming his face when he recalled the feel of Madhea’s cool flesh beneath him. Though he purposely avoided making eye contact, he saw that her once smooth hair resembled a bird’s nest, unkempt and wild. He hated himself even more. How he wished he could take back that night. The memory of his adultery would haunt him forever. “I wish you to let me go.” He still had a wife and child, though he deserved neither of them.   

She crossed her arms, pouting like a child, her wings angrily buzzing like a swarm of hornets. “What does your mortal wife have that I do not?” 

He stifled a groan, doing his best to keep a straight face. “I have already broken one vow to my wife. I will not break another. I have honored our agreement. You had me for one night.” He held out a shaky hand. “Now please honor your blood oath and give me the potion.”  

The goddess’s cheeks colored to a deep crimson as she fell upon an ivory dresser covered with glass bottles. With a roar, she swept all but one of them to the floor. They shattered in a cacophony of light and smoke. She grabbed the remaining bottle and flew at Rowlen with such speed, he braced for impact. 

“Take it!” She threw it at him, laughing when it bounced off his chest. She screeched when he caught it and deftly slipped the delicate vial in his pocket. 

He didn’t wait for the ice shrew’s next action. He grabbed his fur cape off a nearby chair and hurried out the door. 

He didn’t know if he should have felt relief or worry when he saw one of Madhea’s magical daughters waiting for him.  

She held out a hand, her eyes wide with fright. “The Elementals are waiting. Come. You must hurry.”

He took her hand and raced alongside her as she fluttered through a maze of ice halls. He was nearly out of breath by the time they’d reached the coven of sisters. They stood along the cavern’s ledge, a swarm of pixies flying above them. He saw nothing of the outside, for a thick mist of clouds obscured his vision. An icy wind blew into the cave, burning his face and neck. He pulled his fur hat tightly over his head, steeling himself for the descent. He felt the vial in his pocket, relieved to find it still intact. 

“I’m afraid this potion will not heal my son. I fear your mother has gone back on her word,” he said to the girls, not knowing who was who, for they all looked too much like Madhea.  

One of the sisters fluttered forward. “She can’t. She made a blood oath, but that doesn’t mean she won’t seek revenge. You should never have come.” 

He shrank back when Madhea’s violent scream echoed through the cavern. “What was I to do? Let my son die?”

“Yes,” the girl said. “The Elements would have been far more merciful than my mother.”

Fear numbed his limbs, and his heart thudded heavily against his ribs. “What do you mean? What will she do to him?” 

Another sister cast a furtive glance over her shoulder. “Do not worry about your son. It is your own soul you must fear for.”

He stiffened. He already knew his soul had been lost the moment Madhea had tumbled into his arms. “She can do her worst. I care not for myself so long as my son is safe.”

Madhea swooped toward him. “You may live to regret those words.” 

Rowlen sucked in a hiss. Before he could shield himself, she struck him hard in the chest with a bolt of green light. 

The air around him electrified as he struggled against an invisible bond that squeezed his chest like a vice. He pounded on a translucent barrier that resembled frosted glass. Madhea hovered above him, laughing and ignoring her daughters’ cries for mercy. 

Her shrill voice echoed around him and through him, penetrating the very marrow of his bones. When she pierced him with cold green eyes, he was paralyzed with terror. She spun around him like a cyclone.

“Elements of flame and fury

Show this man no mercy

Crush his heart to dust

Wither his soul to bones and rust

Elements of ice and fire

Grant me this desire

That Rowlen may only know hatred and pain

When he looks upon his son again”

The barrier disappeared in a puff of smoke. He reached for his boning knife. Before he could plunge it into Madhea’s chest, the pixies swarmed him, their little claws digging into his clothes and exposed flesh. He tried swatting them away, but they only dug deeper. They lifted him off his feet and carried him down the mountain so fast, he thought he was falling. The goddess’s ugly cries punctured the thick air around them. 

As he spiraled faster, the echo of Madhea’s screams faded. When the clouds broke, he saw the smoke from his family’s hearth, rising beneath his feet. What would he say to his wife? A hard shell formed around his heart. Why had he risked his soul and sanity for one sick child? Damn the boy for ruining his life!

* * *
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“MOTHER, DO YOU WISH to hold your daughter?” Kia sat beside Madhea on her bed of soft furs, cradling the crimson-faced infant in her arms. The child fussed and squealed, waving her arms like an impatient pixie. 

Madhea scowled at the babe before turning up her nose. “No.” 

Why had her Elemental daughters brought her Rowlen’s child, other than to taunt her? Despite being born of a goddess, the infant had absolutely no magic. Even worse, she had thick black curls, too reminiscent of Rowlen.

“Well, will you at least pick a name for her?” Ariette sat beside Kia, cooing at the babe and stroking her chin.

“I already told you her name,” Madhea said curtly, her patience wearing thin.

“But Jae is a cruel name.” Ariette’s hand flew to her throat, her dazzling green eyes muting to a soft heather. “It means ‘without light’ in Elemental tongue.”

“I know perfectly well what it means. Why do you think I picked it?” Madhea turned up her nose at her daughters, despising them for their beautiful, youthful faces, like hers had been before she’d used dark magic to curse Rowlen. Now her skin was wrinkled and her hair a scraggly gray, like that of an old woman. No wonder her babe had come out lacking magic. Madhea felt her magic slowly slipping away, too, flowing from her fingertips like melting ice. 

“Come, Mother.” Kia tried to thrust the babe into Madhea’s arms. “You can’t deny your child.”  

“She has no magic.” Madhea pushed the offending infant away.  

“No.” Kia frowned. “But my sister will be special in her own way.” 

Special? Was that what her daughters called weak and infirm mortals? Though Madhea’s Elemental daughters looked like her and had powerful magic, that was where their similarities ended, for their hearts were as soft as runny porridge. They were weak and useless goddesses, and Madhea wondered more than once why she’d kept their Council. 

“She will die a mortal death.” Madhea scooted away from the child. “She will leave me, just like her father.” How she hated herself for sending her pixies after Rowlen. She should have let him perish trying to reach her, but she’d been so taken by his broad shoulders and dark eyes.  

Ariette’s wings drooped. “What should we do with her then?”

The censure in their eyes made her chest swell with fury. “Feed her to the pixies for all I care.” She waved them away.   

The babe’s cries intensified. 

“Mother! We’re not feeding an innocent to the pixies.” Kia clutched the babe to her chest. 

“Come, sister.” Ariette placed a hand on Kia’s arm. “We will take care of her. Do not cry. I’m sure Mother’s heart will change.”  

Kia and Ariette quickly fluttered out of the bedchamber, and Madhea heard Kia whisper to her sister, “Our mother has no heart.” 

Their censure shouldn’t have bothered her. After all, she had heard worse from her children. Still, she couldn’t help but resent her daughters for thrusting a mortal babe upon her bosom. Most of all, she resented the babe for being born.

* * *
[image: image]


“GIRLS, GIRLS, COME quick!” Madhea’s cries echoed through the icy cavern. Eighteen long years it had been since the birth of the child she’d conceived with Rowlen. Far too long for her to have been fooled by her deceptive Elemental daughters. Now they would pay for their treachery.  

Her six daughters fluttered into the cavern, not knowing they were flying into a trap. Once they were in the center of the stone circle, Madhea blasted the seventh stone into place, sealing their prison. She hit the pyres with a bolt, lighting the tops of the stones with a ring of impenetrable fire. She fluttered to the top of the cavern, smiling. 

“Mother,” Ariette screeched, jumping into the air only to be struck down by the invisible magic barrier. “What have you done?”

Madhea’s lips twisted as she repressed the emotion that welled in her throat. She would not take pity on them, not after their betrayal. “No, deceitful daughters, what have you done?”

Kia jumped next, her head smacking against the magical barrier. She fluttered to the ground like an ember cast from the fire, landing in her sisters’ arms with a groan. 

“We’re trapped!” Ariette said to her sisters. “This is a heptacircle.” 

Madhea’s wings angrily buzzed as she jutted a finger at her daughters. “Do you know what my swirling mists revealed to me? The missing ice dragon you said was still buried under an avalanche was flying across the ocean with a witch girl on her back. Who is this witch, daughters, for she looks far too familiar?” 

Ariette turned up her chin, her shoulders and wings stiffening like blocks of ice. “She is Dianna, our sister.”

Magic crackled in her palms as she fought the urge to strike her daughters down. “And Jae was—”

“The mortal child we traded Dianna with at birth.” Ariette didn’t even blink. Her sisters cowered behind her like whimpering mongrels. Ariette had always been the most powerful and persuasive of her daughters. 

Madhea suspected they were secretly plotting to overthrow her and install Ariette as the new goddess. “Why?” 

Ariette crossed her arms, leveling Madhea with a challenging glare. “Because we knew you’d use Dianna’s powers for evil.” 

The insolent shrews! How dare they trick her with a weak mortal babe and deny Madhea the right to raise her child! “Why has she taken my dragon?” 

Lydra’s disappearance was most troubling. Her ice dragon had served her for over a thousand years. Not even the Elementals could control the beast, and yet this half-mortal girl was able to ride astride the dragon’s back?

Ariette shared a knowing look with her sisters before turning back to Madhea. “To stop you from setting Lydra on innocents.” 

Madhea could perish, thanks to them. Red hot anger blurred her vision. “The swirling mists showed me Dianna has defeated my sister. How do you suppose a half-mortal witch defeated Eris, a powerful goddess?” 

Though her other daughters averted their gazes, Ariette looked her in the eye. “She must have a goddess stone.” 

After the boy hunter had deflected her bolt, nearly killing her, Madhea knew he had to have used a stone. Had he given it to his sister? Her wings faltered, then angrily buzzed. “Indeed. The stone her brother used to deflect my magic—unless, of course, they have discovered more than one stone.” 

When Ariette broke eye contact for a half a breath, Madhea knew Dianna had more than one stone. What other secrets were they keeping from her?   

She floated down, impatiently tapping her foot on the invisible barrier above their heads. “Who do you think she’ll destroy next?”

“You, Mother,” Ariette snapped.  

“That’s right. Me.” She fought to keep emotion out of her voice, the sting of her children’s betrayal burning her all over. “All because her deceitful sisters turned her against me.” 

“Mother.” Ariette splayed her arms wide, trembling as she craned her neck toward Madhea. “We can negotiate a truce with Dianna.”

Her heart lurched when a tear slipped down Ariette’s face. Her sisters sank down behind her, softly sobbing into each other’s arms. Madhea suspected they weren’t crying because they felt remorse at betraying their mother. No, they cried because they feared a slow and painful death. 

“And why should I trust you now?” she taunted in a sing-song voice.  

Ariette fell to her knees, clasping her hands in prayer. “Please, Mother,” she sobbed. “Dianna will listen to us.” 

Madhea flapped backward, scowling at them one last time. “Such a pity you’ll all be dead by the time she gets here.” 

Ariette jumped to her feet, rushing the barrier. “Mother, no!” She pounded the stone wall while her sisters wailed. 

Madhea covered her ears as she flew away, blasting the entrance behind her. She couldn’t bear listening to their cries another moment. Though they deserved nothing less than death for betraying her, her mother’s heart ached to free them. Her life had been empty and dull until the Elements had pollinated her womb, and she’d birthed six beautiful daughters, all created in her image. Her life would be dull once more unless... no, ’twas a fool’s hope that Dianna would harbor anything but animosity toward her mother. She’d already proven her disloyalty by stealing away with Lydra. Though Madhea was loath to destroy the spawn of her memorable night with Rowlen, she had no choice. Dianna must die.  
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Chapter One

[image: image]


A Mother’s Blessing

Dianna stood beside Simeon in their small fishing vessel, holding tightly to his muscular arm and doing her best to ignore her growing attraction to the dark-skinned sand dweller. Shielding her eyes against the glare of the rising sun, she gaped at the monolith before her, illuminated with prisms of bright light. The dwarf Grim had told her about the great wall his kinsmen had erected around their village by the sea. It was made of thick tree trunks as tall as the giant Gorpat, if she were to stand on her toes and stretch her fingertips to the sky. The wall ran along a rocky cliff that jutted out over the sea like the stern of a ship. Under it, waves crashed against the cliff face with violent force. Beside the cliff was a sandy beach and a shallow lagoon. Steps were carved into the embankment leading from the beach to the fortress. 

Their arrival was heralded by the sound of a powerful horn, low and deep like a dragon’s roar, shaking Dianna to the marrow of her bones. The rest of her party grumbled, sitting up and wiping sleep from their eyes. Her brother Alec had been tucked in the corner of the vessel with the pretty young islander, Mari, sleeping in his arms. No doubt they’d been startled by the horn. Mari gasped and Alec grabbed his blade, stumbling to his knees. Their blue friend Ryne, who’d been stretched out beside them, jumped to his feet with the alacrity of a mountain cat.  

Dianna turned her attention to the wall. Several armed dwarves stood on top of it. Fortunately, their arrows weren’t aimed at Dianna’s party. Hopefully the army had recognized them as friends, not foes. The dragons Lydra and Tan’yi’na dove for fish farther down the shore, out of reach of arrows or cannons, giving Grim time to prepare his kinsmen for their arrival.  

“Magnificent, isn’t it?” Grim called down from his giant daughter’s shoulder. His gray beard blew in the breeze, eyes twinkling like stardust as he smiled up at the fortress and waved to his kinsmen. Gorpat, who was easily eight to ten men in height, waded chest-deep in the water, the lagoon a mere pool for her. 

“I wasn’t expecting the wall to be so high,” Dianna called to the dwarf. The glow from his ruddy cheeks warmed her heart. He was overjoyed to be home. How she longed for that hut she and her brother, Des, shared beneath the shadow of Ice Mountain, though she knew she could never return as long as Madhea lived. 

Grim nodded. “Tall enough to repel Eris’s mightiest waves.”

“The dwarves need not worry about that now,” Dianna answered, for she’d destroyed the evil Sea Goddess with help from her three magical stones. She patted her heavy pocket, inwardly smiling when warmth flooded her hand. Her companions had been quiet most of the trip. Dianna suspected the stones, which possessed the spirits of her cousins, were talking to each other in a secret language. 

“As long as the other bitch still lives,” Grim grumbled, stroking his beard, “we will always worry.” His red cheeks flushed crimson. “I’m sorry, lass.” He frowned. “I didn’t mean to speak ill of your mother.” 

She shrugged, an uncomfortable ache lancing through her chest. “She’s no mother to me.”  

As they drifted closer to shore, Alec and Ryne grabbed the oars, rowing backward to keep the vessel from slamming into the wall. 

The horn sounded again, and a giant emerged from behind tall trees and stomped down the beach. With a few long strides, he was wading toward them. A boy, from what Dianna could tell, slightly taller than Gorpat, with a much rounder belly, a cleft lip that receded into a flat nose, and one long eyebrow that stretched across the width of his forehead. Standing on the giant’s shoulder was a dwarf. He appeared to be at least a head taller than Grim, with a trimmed beard of solid white, bushy brows to match, and a bulbous gray nose. A crown made of polished silver and glowing gemstones was upon his head. He clutched a gnarled silver staff in one hand and the tip of the giant’s ear in the other. This had to be King Furbald; Grim had told their party of his sovereign during their journey across the ocean. 

The dwarf had spoken often of the dwarf kingdom of Aya-Shay, blessing by the sea. He’d told Dianna about his wife and cousins, but mostly he boasted about the food and wine, which flowed in abundance. A good thing, because over the years the dwarves had also adopted over a dozen giants, raising the monsters as if they were kin. 

“Grim and Gorpat Hogbottom!” King Furbald called as he and his giant waded beside them. “We thought you’d become siren food.”

Ryne chuckled. “Hogbottom!” 

Alec froze, then shook his head. “Quiet, Ryne.”

“Aye,” Grim snapped, glaring at Ryne. “’Tis an old family name, one I’m quite proud of.” 

Grim turned back to the king, bowing low. “You can’t get rid of me that easily, my sovereign.” He waved to Dianna’s boat. “King Furbald, these are my friends. They helped us escape the sea witch’s den.” The dwarf puffed up his chest, pointing at Dianna. “This is Dianna, a powerful witch who destroyed Eris.”

The king gawked at them a long moment. “Eris is dead?”

“Aye,” Grim answered, “and her island reduced to rubble.” 

The king stroked his beard, eyeing Dianna. “And what of Naamaku?”

“Killed by Dianna’s dragons.” Grim pointed to them in the distance, frolicking along the shoreline. 

The king jerked back, nearly stumbling off the giant’s shoulders. “The golden dragon—is he the same who served the benevolent Goddess Kyan?”

“He is,” Dianna answered. “His name is Tan’yi’na.” Dianna cupped her hands around her mouth and whistled. Though it wasn’t nearly as loud as the dwarf’s bone-jarring horn, her ice dragon’s sensitive ears were attuned to her call. Sure enough, Lydra looked up, then let out a playful roar and skipped across the water toward her, Tan’yi’na following in her wake.

Ryne and Alec swore when Lydra landed beside them, splashing them with a wave of water and almost capsizing the boat.  

“Borg wike dwagons.” The giant giggled like a toddler, clapping his hands. “Dwagons pway wif Borg.”

“Silence,” the king roared, smacking the side of Borg’s neck with his silver staff. The staff made strange hollow sounds, vibrating in the king’s grip as a large, red welt appeared on the giant’s flesh. 

Simeon swore beneath his breath, pressing closer to Dianna.  

Her heart twisted when the giant hung his head, lip hanging down in a pout. “Yah, Dada.” He sniffled, wiping a trail of snot on the back of his hand. 

Gorpat fidgeted while her father whispered soothing words in her ear. 

Dianna was relieved to see not all giants were treated with such abuse. When she looked at the king’s scowling face, she was reminded of her late father Rowlen, back when Madhea’s curse had made him mistreat Alec. She looked at her brother, who was glaring at the king, eyes narrowed to slits and hand on the hilt of his dagger, ignoring Ryne’s warning look as he settled a hand on Alec’s shoulder. 

Oh, this wasn’t good. Though she’d no wish to condone the king’s behavior, the giant was big enough to defend himself against a dwarf, and she had other pressing matters that needed her focus. Namely, she needed food and shelter while she and her friends plotted Madhea’s demise. She wouldn’t want to jeopardize her mission by angering the dwarf king.  

Tan’yi’na landed gracefully behind Lydra, like a swan following a duckling. He ruffled his wings, two giant plumes of smoke rising from his nostrils as he settled in the water.  

The king clutched his staff, bowing stiffly to the golden dragon. “It is an honor to meet you, oh wise one. We have heard many a legend about you.”  

Tan’yi’na answered with raised brows and a turned-up snout. Though he couldn’t speak aloud, he was able to project his thoughts. He remained silent. Dianna knew the dragon well enough to see he wasn’t impressed with King Furbald.  

Grim cleared his throat and ran a hand through his scraggly beard. “You may recognize the ice dragon, Lydra. You need not fear. She no longer serves Madhea. She follows Dianna now.” He flashed her a shaky smile, a bead of sweat dripping down his brow.  

The king puffed up his chest, leveling her with a look so dark and puzzling, she was unsure if he was displeased with her or simply had a disagreeable visage. “I have heard of Dianna and Lydra from young Des.”  

Dianna swallowed hard, apprehension pounding a wild staccato against her chest. “My brother is safe?”

The king’s thin lips turned up in the slightest of smiles. “Safe and well.” 

Her hand flew to her throat as relief swept through her. “Thank the Elements, and thank you, sir, for giving him safe haven.”

“Sir?” The king’s bushy brows drew together, his forehead wrinkles collapsing into one another like sliding layers of sediment. “No need for formalities. You may call me King Furbald or Your Highness.” 

Dianna’s breath hitched as she waited for the king to break into laughter. When none came, she simply nodded. “Yes, King Furbald.”  

Tan’yi’na let out a low chuckle, then jumped into the sky without so much as a nod of recognition at the dwarf king. Lydra followed, and the pair rained cold droplets on her head before flying off behind the trees.  

Grim cleared his throat again, so loudly she feared he was choking. 

“My sovereign,” he said, his cheeks turning as red as the lava that spewed from Eris’s volcano. “Will you let my friends seek shelter in Aya-Shay? You have my word they mean us no harm.”  

This time the king did laugh, a deep, hearty bellow that elicited a chuckle from the giant Borg. When the king’s laughter abruptly stopped, Borg followed suit, hanging his head when the king glared at him. 

“Why would you ask such a question,” Furbald bellowed, “when you are well aware of the law, Grimley Hogbottom?”

Grim looked like he’d been struck dumb. He gaped at the king. “But Eris is dead, and—” 

The king shot a fist into the air. “Her sister is not!” His words erupted like they’d been fired from a cannon. He cleared his throat and plastered on a smile, one that didn’t mask the coldness in his eyes. “You may take our guests to the hold. I will have food and refreshments sent straight away.” When he banged on Borg’s head with his staff, the giant flinched before marching back into the forest. 

What an odd and unpleasant king. Poor Borg, to have such a brute for a father.   

Alec looked up at Grim, shielding his eyes against the sun. “The hold?” 

Grim scrubbed a hand down his face before sharing a look with his daughter. “An area set up for visitors outside the village walls.”

Simeon flinched as if he’d been slapped, the look of indignation in his eyes so serious, it was comical. “We are not allowed inside the village?”

Gorpat stuck a thumb in her chest. “Only we dwarves allowed inside.”

Grim let out a heavy sigh. “I had hoped the king would make an exception.” 

After such a cold welcome, Dianna suspected their time with the dwarves would be brief, which was fine with her. She’d no wish to remain the guest of such an unpleasant ruler. 

* * *
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MADHEA SQUEEZED HER hands into fists, surprised at the strength of the magic that flowed into her palms. She had not felt such power since before her fateful night with Rowlen. Could it be that with Eris’s demise, her sister’s Elemental magic was transferring to her? Madhea sent a silent prayer to the Elements that her beauty would return with her magic. She fluttered into her bedchamber and landed in front of her looking glass. Her skin appeared slightly less sallow. Her brittle gray hair, that she’d been forced to braid ere it became too unkempt and wild, had a touch of softness. Perhaps Dianna’s betrayal had served one useful purpose. 

She flew into her throne room, landing beside her swirling mists, spinning a hole in the circle with the tip of her finger. 

“Reveal to me Dianna,” she whispered. 

But her stubborn mists only showed blackness. With a curse, she swatted them away and flew past her throne room to the cell where her guest was being held. She threw a bolt at the thick ice wall barring the prisoner’s escape and entered the frigid chamber. A man was curled into a ball on a stone slab, shivering under a thin fur. 

Madhea hovered above him, nudging him with the tip of her toe. “Sit up, blue man.” 

He pushed the fur off his shoulders. Madhea was dismayed at the sight of his skeletal appearance. Such a prisoner would do her no good if he perished in her care. She made a note to feed the man more, as her plan to starve him into submission clearly wasn’t working. Perhaps if she showed him a bit of kindness, he would give her the information she sought. 

He slowly sat up, piercing her with eyes set in hollow sockets. The rust-colored streak running through the top of his silvery hair had faded, along with his skin. Once a vibrant blue, it was now the color of water beneath the glare of the noonday sun. 

“You look famished.” Madhea forced a pout. “Have my daughters not been feeding you well?”

“Very little.” He ran a hand down his gaunt face, a look of derision in his beady eyes. “They said on your orders.”

“Lying witches.” She waved off his words with a shrill laugh. “Do not fret. They have been punished for their neglect. I shall fetch you food, then we shall talk.”

He turned his gaze to his lap. “I have nothing to say.”

“Of course you do, my dear.” Her buzzing wings came to a halt, and she dropped down beside him, placing a hand on his knee, ignoring him when he flinched under her touch. “You have much to tell me about your people, about your magnificent blue skin.” She stroked a hollow cheek, licking her lips when he flushed beneath her touch. Could her charms be returning? Perhaps she could seduce this man into obedience. 

His face flushed brighter as he leaned away. “I will not betray my people again.”

“Such loyalty to those who care nothing for you.” She stroked one narrow arm, dismayed by his lack of muscle. This man had the bones of a bird, whereas Rowlen had been built like an ox. “Where were they when you were in great peril? If my pixies hadn’t flown down to save you, that snow bear would have eaten you alive.”

He leaned farther away, but she was not to be deterred. “Come to my chamber.” She got to her feet and held a hand down to him, forcing a smile. “I will bring food and wine. Would you like that?” 

When he did not answer, anger welled in her chest, sparks crackling in her palms. She forced herself to swallow her ire, for she suspected this young man had information about the villagers who’d once lived under her mountain, then betrayed her and mysteriously disappeared 300 years ago. Wherever these people were, Dianna’s brother Markus had been with them, too. Why else had his skin been tinted blue that fateful day he’d snuck into her tower? 

“Don’t be afraid.” She forced a smile so wide, her skin cracked under the strain. “Take my hand. I shall not bite.”

She inwardly cackled with joy when he placed a hand in hers. She would get this man to reveal the hiding place of the blue people. Then she’d strike them all down, save for one. She’d take Markus back to her tower and use him as bait to lure Dianna into her trap.    

* * *
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“EXCELLENT SHOT.”

Markus couldn’t have been more proud of Ura. After only a few weeks with her new bow, she’d become quite proficient, striking the targets in the lungs almost every time.  

“Not as good as you.” Ura lowered her bow, leaning it on her hip, her pale curtain of hair tied behind her slender neck, her blue-tinted cheeks flushed with crimson after exerting herself for over an hour.  

“Good enough to slow your target, and that’s what matters.” Markus had fashioned a few targets of old slog skins and one worn gnull hide. Each target had several holes in the kill zones. 

She arched a fine brow, looking at him with silvery eyes that sparkled like diamond dust in the reflection from the massive icy tusks that loomed overhead. “When do you think I’ll ever need to shoot someone?”

“You never know, Ura.” Markus took the bow from her, cleaning it with a slick serpent-skin cloth until the wood shone once more. “It’s best to be prepared. You’re a fast learner.”   

Elements forbid Ura ever find herself in a position where she’d need to use her bow, but at least she’d stand a chance against her enemy. He was glad he’d been able to bring enough materials from above to make it. Ura had been the envy of every ice dweller when he’d presented her with a bow, arrows, and quiver as an engagement present. 

After Markus slid it back into the buckskin quiver, she leaned into him, toying with the leather fringe on his vest.  

“Thank you for my bow.” She bit her bottom lip. “It’s the most beautiful gift I’ve ever received. I know it took you days to carve.” 

“Weeks,” he said with a wink, “but you are worth it.”

He was rewarded with a kiss. Not a long one, like he preferred—for there were climbers practicing on the gnull tusks—and he didn’t want to set their tongues wagging. They’d had enough to talk about after he’d returned without the stone. Chieftain Ingred Johan even wanted to out him, but after Ura’s father, Jon, and the old prophet, Odu, intervened, they’d convinced the Council to let Markus stay. For that, he would be eternally grateful. He’d have lost his mind if he’d been forced from Ura for good, even though he was reminded almost daily he was no longer welcome among the ice dwellers. He put up with their scowls and grumblings to wake each morning to the sight of Ura’s smile and the sweet sound of her laughter.  

“Are you nervous about tonight?” she asked as they bundled up, preparing to travel through the dark, frigid tunnel known as the icy lung. 

“I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t.” He pulled her fur hat tightly over her ears. She was accustomed to the cold, but he didn’t want her getting sick. “Are you?”

“A little, but the ice has stopped melting. I think that’s a good omen.” She linked her arm through his, leaning into him as they walked.  

Scowling blue faces passed in a blur; Markus only had eyes for Ura. “Is it?”

“Of course it is.” She motioned to the bright dome above them as they passed through a row of plants almost as tall as Markus. “Our ice walls and ceilings are stronger, and the river is receding.” 

An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of Markus’s stomach. “But we still don’t know why.” 

“I don’t care why. Our kingdom is safe once again, and soon I will be your bride.” She squeezed his arm. “Nothing else matters.” 

If only Markus were as hopeful as his bride-to-be, but he couldn’t help but worry that the strengthening ice walls and receding river were bad omens. Signs that Madhea was gaining power. 
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Chapter Two
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Dianna and her companions trudged up the sandy incline, wringing water from their clothes. Two dogs shot out from the foliage at the edge of the beach, racing toward them. Ryne fell to his knees, holding his arms wide. The larger hound knocked him back in the sand. 

She smiled, admiring the blue man’s love for his companion. He heartily laughed while the mutt coated his face with slobbery kisses. 

“That’s disgusting.” Simeon stood beside her, scowling at Ryne.

She shrugged. “I don’t think so. I’m rather fond of dogs.”

“Elements only know where that mutt’s tongue has been,” he grumbled.

She laughed. “I could say the same of the girls who fawn over you. I’m sure more than one has greeted you the same way.” She stole a sideways glance at him, pleased to see his cheeks flush with color. 

“Someone wants to say hello to you.” Alec placed a squirming Brendle in her arms. 

She held the little mutt to her chest as he yapped and licked her nose. “Hello, Brendle.” She giggled. “I’m pleased to see you, too. Have you been keeping a good eye on my little brother?”

As if on cue, Des sprang from the canopy of leaves, racing down the beach. “Dianna!” He wildly waved his arms.  

She set down the dog, who raced in circles around her. She was amazed at the boy’s strength when he plowed into her, nearly knocking her to the ground. Tears welled in her eyes, and her chest ached, then expanded, as if her heart had suddenly grown three sizes. She held her sobbing brother to her bosom. Until that moment, she hadn’t realized how terribly she’d missed him. 

“Oh, Des.” She ran her fingers through his dark hair, which had been cut short. She missed his untamed curls. “I’ve missed you so.” She choked with emotion and was unable to say more. She kissed the top of his head, surprised his hair smelled like fresh lavender and not sweat and grime. 

He pulled back, wiping his eyes. “I’ve missed you, too.” 

She inspected him for any signs of injury or malnourishment. What she saw both pleased and surprised her. He must have gained a stone since she’d last seen him, especially around the middle, which was soft and round, like when he’d been a baby.

Alec tapped her shoulder. “May I join the hug?”

“Of course.” She and Des welcomed Alec into an embrace, but Dianna inwardly cringed when she realized she hadn’t yet told Des of her relation to Alec. She didn’t know how her little brother would react when he discovered Dianna wasn’t his blood sister. 

Alec broke free first, patting Des’s back. “Zier took good care of you.” 

Des turned up his chin, jutting a finger in his chest. “I’m big enough to look after myself.” 

Alec’s smile faded, and he plastered on a look so severe, it was comical. “Of course you are, but there is no shame in relying on friends for help.” He gestured at the group behind them, who were surrounded by at least a dozen dwarf women, plying them with fruit and drinks. “Dianna and I wouldn’t have escaped Eris without help from our friends.”

Des’s mouth fell open. “You escaped Eris!”

“Yes, and the sea witch is no more. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you after supper,” Alec said with a wink before returning to Mari, who was sitting beneath a tall, shady tree. Two dwarf women hovered over the lovely Mari, insisting she take their offering of palma fruit. 

Des looked at Dianna with watery eyes the color of rich mahogany. “Can we go home now?”

Dianna’s relief at finding her brother unharmed turned to sadness. How she wanted to take him back to their hut and return to their simple life, but she feared her future would be anything but simple. Even if she were to defeat Madhea, how could she return to her old life when people would be looking to her to take her mother’s place? 

“Not now, I’m afraid.” Dianna wiped a tear from his lashes, wanting to tell him they might never return to their home, but she was too much of a coward to risk disappointing him.  

“I’m bored.” Des heaved a dramatic sigh, going boneless as he leaned against her. “The dwarves won’t let me inside their walls, and I have nothing to do.” 

She sensed King Furbald was prejudiced against humankind, but to deny even children safe haven showed an unreasonable level of prejudice.  

“But you have a beautiful beach and a lagoon.” 

He crossed his arms. “Missus Zelda says the water’s dangerous.”

She squinted. “Zelda?”

He nodded emphatically. “Zier’s wife. She’s been watching me. She makes me take baths every day, and she forces me to eat with a fork.” He stuck out his tongue, as if eating with a utensil was akin to slurping down slugs. 

“Oh my.” She covered her mouth to hide a smile. “Sounds like you’ve been through quite an ordeal.”

“It wasn’t all bad.” Des licked his lips and rubbed his belly. “The dwarves make the best pies.” 

She couldn’t help but laugh. When two smiling dwarf women approached her with food and drink, her growling stomach reminded her she had a dragon-sized hunger that needed to be sated. Today she’d toss all cares aside and feast, celebrating Eris’s demise and bonding with Des. Tomorrow she’d wake up to the stark reality that one more evil goddess needed to be vanquished before her brother and the rest of the world would be safe.

* * *
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DESPITE THE BONE-JARRING chill deep in the bowels of Ice Mountain, sweat beaded on Markus’s brow and his hands were clammy. The only parts of his body remotely cold were his feet, so mayhap there was truth in that saying. Still, he wouldn’t flee, though the last time he’d been so terrified was the day Madhea’s ice dragon pursued him. After today, he was going to be a married man. 

He shifted from foot to foot, trying to avoid eye contact with the few dozen invited guests who sat upon fur rugs lining the prophet’s chamber, anxiously whispering while they awaited Ura’s arrival.  

“You okay, son?” Odu was bent like a broken arrow, his long white beard nearly scraping the dull gray ice floor. He leaned forward on a gnarled cane, resting his backside against the raised pool of swirling mists, the fog pouring from the pool shrouding the old man’s feet. 

“Aye. Just worried.” He turned his gaze to the serpent-skin flap that covered the entryway. Every time it moved, his breath caught in his throat, and his limbs seized with panic. Any moment Ura would walk in. 

“Nothing to fear.” The old man chuckled. “Ura loves you, and you love her.”

He wasn’t afraid of pledging himself to one woman for eternity; he was terrified of failing her. If Madhea’s wrath came down on their heads, he wouldn’t be able to shield his bride from the witch’s magic. Or worse, their children would be cursed by the Sky Goddess.

He expelled a shaky breath, homing in on that doorway as if his life depended on it. “’Tis not our love I fear, but what the ice witch could do to that love should she ever find us.”

The many lines framing Odu’s eyes crinkled like crumpled parchment.

“Then let us pray she doesn’t.”

Markus fought the urge to curse, fearing it would bring bad omens on his wedding day. “Believe me, Odu.” He rolled his eyes. “I have sent a thousand prayers to the Elements.” Indeed he had: every morning when he awoke, before he broke his fast, at every meal throughout the day, and finally before he crawled under his furs each night. 

The door flap pulled back again, and Markus thought he’d pass out from fright when he saw Ura’s father, Jon, emerge dressed in his finest white furs. Jon winked at Markus as he held the flap open. Markus sucked in a sharp breath when a beautiful young woman with skin the color of the summer sky and a curtain of translucent hair stepped into the room, a crown made of dried flowers on her head. She wore a long pale gown that fell around her fur boots like a waterfall spilling into a pool. When she smiled at Markus, she reminded him of a frosted cotulla flower preserved in full bloom. And this beautiful, fair maiden was to be his bride? What had Markus done to deserve her? Not enough, of that he was certain, which was why he was so terrified. Surely fate would find a way to take her from him. 

Jon walked Ura to the center of the room and placed her delicate fingers in Markus’s meaty, sweaty hand before he had time to wipe his palm on his tunic. He flashed Ura an apologetic grimace, but she simply smiled and squeezed his hand tight, amazing him with a firm grip for such a small woman. Markus was vaguely aware of Jon stepping back and Odu clearing his throat as he held an ancient parchment before him. 

“People of Ice Kingdom, we are gathered here today to witness the binding between two souls whose hearts are already entwined. The lovely Ura from the house of Nordlund and the land dweller Markus Jägerrson of the town of Adolan. These two souls seek a union blessed by the Elements.” The old prophet steadied himself against the side of the pool and held out his hands. “Markus and Ura, take my hands.” 

Markus hesitantly joined hands with the old man, and Ura did the same. Holding the old man’s bony, brittle fingers felt like cradling an injured bird wing, and he hoped he wouldn’t forget himself and hold too hard. 

The prophet turned his milky gaze on him. “Markus, do you take Ura to be your beloved bride, to cherish, love, and protect from this day forward?” 

“I will,” he blurted, hating how his voice snapped like a broken bowstring.

“And do you promise to faithfully return Ura’s love and put no other woman before her?”

He blinked hard at the prophet. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he heard accusation in the old man’s words. He had to have been mistaken. Surely Odu could see how deeply he cared for his bride. He would never, ever love another woman but Ura. “Of course I will.”

“Very well.” The prophet solemnly nodded before turning to Markus’s bride. “Ura, do you promise to faithfully return Markus’s love and put no other man before him?”

She flashed a dazzling smile. “Absolutely.” 

“And do you take Markus as your gallant groom,” the prophet continued, “to cherish, love, and nurture from this day until the end of time?”

She turned up her chin, her gray eyes shining like silver gems in the soft glow of the overhead lights. “I will, and I will also protect.”

The prophet released their hands, thoughtfully scratching his beard. “That’s not part of the woman’s vows.” 

She pulled back her shoulders. “It’s part of my vows.” 

“Ura,” Markus warned when Odu flinched as if he’d been slapped. 

“Markus?” She arched a brow, issuing him a challenging look that weakened his knees.  

He knew not what to do. Jon had warned him Ura was headstrong. That was one of the things that attracted Markus to her. Still, to challenge the prophet and her new husband during their wedding ceremony set an unfavorable precedent. He could tell he was not going to win this argument, so he did the only thing he could do—swept her up in his arms and kissed her so hard, the breath expelled from her lungs. She punched his chest at first, then surrendered to his kiss, turning as soft as clay in his arms. 

A loud, hacking cough brought him back to his senses. They pulled apart, chests heaving and breathless. 

Odu waved a finger in their faces. “It’s not time to kiss yet.”   

“Sorry.” He shrugged, flashing Ura a sideways smile, pleased when her cheeks flushed a bright crimson.  

Odu lifted his hands. 

“Oh, heavenly Elements,

Let your will be done.

Bind their souls as one. 

Bless their union with soil, seeds, and light from above.

Grant them peace, health, laughter, and love.

Keep them safe from ill will and strife.

Gift their love with eternal life,

So when their candles no longer bear flame,

Their souls may rise together again.”

He reached into his pocket and withdrew a frayed rope, grimy from centuries of ceremonial use. “With this rope, I do bind your two souls as one.”   

When the old man held out his hand, waggling his fingers, Ura placed her hand in his, and Markus followed suit. 

Odu slowly wound the rope around their wrists. 

“Markus Jägerrson.” The prophet flashed a knowing grin. “Now you may kiss your bride.” 

Before he could sweep her into his embrace, she threw her arms around his neck and pulled his head down to hers, pressing her lips so hard against his, he winced at the blunt pain. He wrapped his arms around her waist, lifted her off the ground and deepened the kiss, trying to wrestle control from her. 

She broke the kiss, then laughed, swatting his chest. “I think you’ve proved your point.”

Odu banged his staff on the ground, the sharp sound ricocheting off the walls and causing the spikes above them to rattle. The crowd gasped and dove for cover, and Markus instinctively tucked Ura under his arms, hovering over her like a hen protecting its egg. When the spikes stopped rattling, he glowered at Odu, who had the nerve to smile. 

“People of Ice Kingdom,” the prophet said, seemingly oblivious to their grumblings as they helped each other up. “I present to you Markus and Ura Jägerrson.”  

The crowd broke into cheers and hollers, then the room went eerily silent when the spikes rattled again.   

“And now for the conclusion to our ceremony.” Odu leaned on his staff and turned to the raised pool shrouded in fog. “Your first challenge as a wedded couple is to look upon your fate in the swirling mists.” 

Markus felt as helpless as a deer caught in a hunter’s crosshairs. He’d almost forgotten about this part of the ceremony. 

“Nervous?” She held his hand, smiling. 

He wiped a bead of sweat off his brow with a trembling hand. “That’s an understatement.” 

“Do not fear.” She stepped forward, tugging, while the fog swallowed her feet. “The mists almost always show favorable prospects.” 

He dug his heels into the floor, refusing to yield. “Unfortunately, my life has almost always been ruled by unfavorable prospects.”

“Don’t be silly.” She tossed her silky curtain of hair over her shoulder with a wink. “You got to marry me.”  

He knew not what act of madness compelled him to follow his bride to the pool of mists. Fool that he was, he followed her like an elk chasing after a cow’s scent. He stared at the pool as she stirred the mists with the tip of her finger, spinning the clouds so fast, they created a turbulent vortex before breaking apart and revealing a smooth pool of water. At first he saw only their reflections, Ura smiling and clinging to his arm, his face once the color of the fine grains of sand found at the bottom of an hourglass now a pale blue, like the other ice dwellers. Even his broad shoulders were narrower, and his dark mop of hair had a translucent, silvery sheen.

He let out a sigh of relief when the mists revealed nothing more than a young couple in love. But then the image faded, and a new one appeared. A screaming winged witch shot bolts out of her hands, ice splintered while people ran for shelter, and Markus was crumpled on the ground at the witch’s feet. He barely had time to catch Ura when she fell into his arms, a scream


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Q. OF THE ©Oo7s

SKY GODDESS

KEEPERS OF THE STONES BOOK THREE

TARA WEST

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





