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Born with mark of the Mighty Hunter, Markus saves his village from the brink of starvation-for whenever he releases an arrow, his aim is true. But despite his skill and strength, Markus is unable to confront his tyrannical father. Shamed by his cowardice, he distracts himself by needlessly shooting the forest creatures. 

When Markus takes no heed of the village prophet's warning that his actions will attract The Hunter's Curse—for every animal Markus kills, his loved ones will suffer the same fate—the Sky Goddess unleashes her ice dragon. 

Now, Markus must flee the dragon without killing it ... or his beloved brother will be the next to die.
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This book is dedicated to my nephews, Mark and Alex, for inspiring the characters in my story. 

I’d like to offer special thanks to my husband for his archery expertise and for his unwavering faith in my writing career.

Bob, I’m probably biased, but this is the best fantasy art ever!  

And finally, thanks to all of my readers who’ve enabled me to become a full-time writer.
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A thick mist coated the night sky with an unforgiving chill that stretched across the horizon for miles. The soft blanket of snow had turned to ice, leaving the ground barren, cold and unforgiving. All was quiet beneath the frosted pines. Even the glaciers surrounding the cragged peak of Tehra’s Ice Mountain seemed immobile. No soft winds carried the sounds of animals on the breeze. The only sign of life resided in a small log hut, nestled in a deep valley beneath the mountain. A fire kindled within, but life there was stagnant. Breaths were stilled as faces resembled stone masks of worry.

A babe’s cry broke the silence.

The mother, having used the last of her strength for the final push, slumped against the sweat-drenched furs and fell into a deep slumber. Cradling the infant in a worn, but thick pelt, the midwife placed the bundle in the gnarled hands of the old prophet.

The child’s cherubic face, crimson-flushed from crying, was almost perfect in form and proportions. The only mar on his features was a scar, tracing from the corner of a tiny ear to the tip of his brow. It resembled the shape of a half-moon or a hunter’s bow waiting to be drawn.

“The boy has the hunter’s mark.” 

The many lines surrounding Dafuar’s pale stone eyes belied his age. The ancient healer and prophet was older than any of the villagers, and perhaps even older than the village itself. For his longevity alone, people sought his knowledge, but they also feared him, for many of his dark prophecies had come true. After he’d predicted the great famine, the villagers avoided him, fearing he’d not only prognosticated, but precipitated starvation and death.

To some, Dafuar was a bad omen.

But Rowlen refused to cower to foolish fears. He was a man, strong and brave. He’d brought Dafuar to his hut this night, hoping the prophet would bless the birth and cast a spell to ward off the sickness that had plagued his firstborn son.  

A smile cracked the hardened shell that coated the grim lines around Rowlen’s face. “Then the village shall celebrate, for my son will keep them well fed.”

Dafuar shook his head. “He must be taught humility or he will wield his power with destruction.”

Rowlen laughed, his booming voice shaking the stagnant air. “My son will be a great man, a fierce hunter.”

“A hunter need not be fierce to feed his people. His skills must be tempered with kindness and compassion.” Dafuar’s eyes softened, saddened, before he closed them altogether. 

Rowlen knew Dafuar was lost in distant memories; knew he would soon conjure up the old tale about the cursed hunter who was killed by the breath of the beast. The prophet had served him well this night, but he had no time for the old man’s foolish fairy tales.

“Compassion is for the weak, old man. I have no use for weak words — or weak sons.” He shot a menacing glare at a small child crouching in the corner of the room.

The child blinked once, and then did not stir. He would have been invisible to the naked eye, so small and quiet was he, were it not for the blinding tufts of pale blond hair that curled around his nightcap and wide, watery eyes that shone with both longing and fear.

Scowling, Rowlen turned his back on his eldest son.

Only then did the boy resume the ragged rise and fall of his chest. Struggling for each breath, he silently coughed into his palm, having learned to conceal any sign of his infirmity.   

The boy whispered his thanks to the Goddess that this night he had been given a brother. In his short lifespan, he’d been blessed with neither strength nor skill, but he had been gifted with a wisdom and compassion beyond his four years. He prayed his brother would be compassionate, too.

He’d give his last dying breath to make certain the babe did not grow up to become a monster.    
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Chapter One
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The Bond of Brothers

––––––––
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“WAIT UP! YOU KNOW I cannot run as fast as you!”

“We must hurry before Father whips us for delaying his supper!” 

Markus threw a glance behind him, before coming to a halt. Alec had once again slowed their progress. Tossing his sling and the rabbit carcasses to the ground, Markus went to help him. Although the onset of spring had thawed most of the perilous icy freeze, his brother's condition appeared to worsen with each melting snow cap.

Alec clutched one hand to his chest, using the other to steady his slender frame against a pine tree. “We both know I will be the one whipped, not you.”

“Even more reason to make haste.” Markus grimaced, knowing his brother’s words were true, but he could not understand why Alec was always the victim of their father’s heavy hand. Father had only struck Markus once, and that had been long ago.

Mayhap Father knew that if he beat Markus, he’d risk injuring his drawback arm and then there would be no more venison stew for supper. 

Even so, he hated seeing his brother abused. The red and purple splotches on Alec’s pale arms and back were daily reminders that Markus was the favorite child. He should have been grateful that it was Alec who attracted their father’s wrath, but watching his brother degraded and hurt unleashed strange emotions inside him. Anger welled up in his heart every day he witnessed Alec’s torment.

Anger at their father.

Anger at himself.

Was it not Markus’s destiny to be a mighty hunter and a fearless leader? Hadn’t he already been providing the village with most of the meat for their tables? Yet, when it came to his father, why hadn’t he the courage to stand up to him and defend his brother?

Although Alec was almost twenty winters, and by all accounts old enough to be a man, he had the physique of a juvenile boy and was not strong enough to live on his own. Thus he was forced to endure their father’s wrath in exchange for a warm bed and food. 

Hardly a life worth living.

Markus promised himself that when he came of age, he would make it up to his brother. They’d live in a hut of their own and he would hunt for Alec, giving him all the choice meats. Alec would grow stronger then and recover from his sickness.

Until then...

“Do you wish me to carry you?” Markus asked. Standing over a head taller, he looked down as Alec coughed and wheezed through the rattle in his chest.

Alec looked up, glaring. “Carry me? Don’t be foolish. You cannot carry me and your kill.”

But carrying Alec would be easy work. By his thirteenth birthday, Markus had been blessed with the strength and size of a full-grown man. Now, almost three years later, he could toss his brother’s hollow bones over his shoulder in one sweep.

“I’ve carried stags heavier than you,” Markus laughed.

Pale orbs beneath Alec’s sunken sockets darkened. “I just need a moment to catch my breath.”

Sometimes Markus marveled how Alec had lived so long as to reach his nineteenth birthday. Each night, Markus had sent a silent thanks to the Goddess for his brother’s fortitude, for he truly did not know how he could go on living without Alec by his side.

Leaning against the pine tree, Markus’s voice softened. “One moment, then we must go. It is nearly time to eat, and I’ve not skinned the rabbits.”

A wolfish grin spread across Alec’s face. “Had you not stopped to spy, we would not be delayed now.”

Markus felt a rush of heat burst forth from his chest and inflame his face. Dianna was his one weakness, and he silently cursed his brother for alluding to her. “I was not spying.” 

Alec burst out laughing before he was forced to give into a fit of coughs. Once his coughing had subsided, he looked at Markus with a hint of mischief in his pale eyes. “What would you call it then?”

Folding his arms across his chest, Markus exhaled a breath of frustration. What was it about that girl that confounded him so? Despite all of his efforts to help her, she refused, paying him no more heed than the mold growing beneath her boot. Out of all the villagers, she should have desired his hunting skills the most. Her parents had been killed in an avalanche the previous winter, leaving Dianna and her brother to fend for themselves.

“She is stubborn. I was just making sure she and her brother do not starve.”

Alec shook his pale head. “I saw the skin of a doe hanging from a nearby tree.”

“A small doe.”

Alec shrugged. “’Tis all they need.”

“I could have killed a bear for her!” A surge of anger infused Markus’s skull. Pushing away from the tree, he picked up the rabbits and marched toward home.

Girls were so foolish. Why did men see any use for them?

“They’ve no need for that much meat,” called his brother from the distance, while coughing through his words.

Storming through the darkened forest, Markus easily dodged the perilous, winding roots that snuck up from the ground, threatening to trip the hapless wanderer. But he'd traveled this path since he was old enough to draw back a bow. He knew he should slow his pace, but anger fueled his movements, and he was in no mood to be ribbed by his brother. It was not in Alec’s nature to tease him, unless the topic strayed to Dianna.

“She wastes her time on the hunt when all she needs is to ask me,” he growled, trudging heavily along the well-worn path to their hut.

“Mayhap she likes the hunt.”

Markus whipped around to face his brother, who had remarkably kept up with his fast stride. “She’s a girl,” he spat. “Girls do not like hunting!”

Alec leveled him with a smug smile. “Is that so?”

Markus wasn’t sure he liked his brother’s cocky attitude. Alec was the more intelligent of the two, for sure, and he didn’t want to be reminded of his superior wit. “What do you know about girls?”

Markus wished the venomous words back as soon as they’d slipped off his tongue. Despite Alec’s every effort, girls refused to pay him any heed. Maidens wanted strong husbands who could keep their family well fed. That’s why Markus had no shortage of admiring females. They practically flung themselves at his feet—well, all except Dianna. 

“More than you, it would seem.” Alec snickered, ignoring his brother’s attempts to silence him.

“You should’ve let me kill that stag,” Markus grumbled, as he spied the clearing through the trees. “I would’ve left it at her door.”

“It is a good thing Father does let me go on your hunts, otherwise you’d have killed the whole forest by now! Do not waste the lives of our woodland creatures.”

Markus rolled his eyes at the change in his brother’s tone. Sometimes he acted more like a parent than a sibling. “I do not need another lecture from you on the preservation of species.”

“Where are those damn boys?!”

The familiar roar sliced through the frigid air, sending shards of ice-cold fear to the marrow of Markus’s bones.

Why did his father affect him that way?

Why did he allow his father to affect him that way?

“We’re here, Father,” he called back, regretting the crack of fear that broke through his strained voice.

Trudging through a new growth of snake moss, he led the way toward their small hut. A fire kindled through the smoke hole, and freshly washed shirts and trews dangled from a weathered rope. A small patch of newly plowed soil graced one side of the hut. Beneath the majestic backdrop of the snowcapped mountain peak, all would have seemed perfect on this tiny plot of land.

Save for him.

Almost as wide as a great snow bear (though not as tall, for a snow bear was easily twice Markus’s height) and twice as mean, Rowlen had no patience for anything save brewing his many pots of ale. His mouth was draped with a permanent scowl and an acerbic bite of condescension seemed to linger at the end of every word that dripped off his venomous tongue. Eyes darker than stone reflected the contents of his heart—cold and impenetrable. The only things harder than his heart were his meaty fists when they pummeled Alec—almost a daily occurrence.

When he was little, Markus learned to recognize the loathing gleam in his father’s eyes just before he was about to strike; knew the exact time to run. When there was no place to hide, Alec would shield Markus’s body with his own. Though it didn’t matter; Rowlen was only after Alec’s blood.

As he grew older, Markus became more aware of rumors circulating about him. He’d been born with the mark of the great hunter. He would free their people from starvation. Over the past few winters rumor had turned to reality. As if by a miracle, the more he honed his skills, the more the animals flocked to the forest.

At first their father was proud, boasting to the whole village how his son had saved them from famine. And for a short while, Rowlen was happy. With their father’s lighter mood, Alec was spared his cruelty. But his mild temper was short-lived and the abuse would begin again. 

Markus blamed himself—he thought mayhap Father wasn’t pleased with his hunt. Mayhap if he harvested more animals, Father would spare Alec. But now it seemed that with each fresh kill, Rowlen used Markus’s success against Alec, chiding his oldest son for his incompetence. 

Dropping an axe on top of a pile of wood, Father strode over to them in long, heavy steps, never tearing his fiery glare from Alec’s feeble frame. “Do you purposely mean to make me wait for my supper?”

“’Tis my fault, Father,” Alec said, coughing into his hand. “I had to stop for breath.”

Markus’s limbs turned to ice and his eyes darted to his father, bracing himself for his angry reaction. Great Goddess! Why had his foolish brother taken the blame upon himself?

Rubbing one thick hand through his scraggly, graying beard, Rowlen eyed Alec with a sneer. “I do not know why I allow such a weakling to attend my son on the hunt.”

“Do you forget I am your son, too?”

Markus felt the anger in Alec’s shaky voice and could only stare at him in awe. 

“How dare you speak to me that way!” Rowlen raised his hand to strike.

“Father, wait!” Markus jumped between the two men, surprised at his own act of courage. “I need Alec to help me skin the rabbits.”

Growling under his breath, Rowlen lowered his arm. “Put him to work, son. He is of no use to me.”

Markus turned, and with a shaky hand he grabbed his brother by the elbow and led him to the skinning shack. Still puzzled at how he was able to stand up to Father, his elation was short-lived. This meager defiance meant nothing when so much damage had already been done. When so much violence was still to come.

What would he have done if Father had pushed him aside and struck Alec? Would he have defended his brother? Probably not. His quivering innards reminded him that he was a coward.

After they had reached the shack and lit the oil lamp, Markus turned to his brother and grumbled, “Why do you lie for me?”

Had Alec not lied, Markus would not have been forced to defend him. For that he was angry, but most of all, he was angry with himself for his cowardice when it came to standing up to their father.

Alec dropped his shoulders, a wry grin crossing his face. “I don’t know.”

“I wish you’d stop,” Markus growled, before turning his back on his brother and tossing the rabbit carcasses on the skinning table. Pulling the boning knife out of his belt, he grabbed a rabbit and pierced the animal just below the belly.

“Why?” Alec hissed at his back. “So he can beat you?”

“Well, don’t provoke him then.” Markus bit his lip before

he said too much, before he admitted his fears. He sliced the blade up to the rabbit's neck and the blood from the exposed flesh warmed his shaking hand.

Taking a deep breath, Markus forced himself to relax, putting all of his effort into skinning the rabbits and trying to block out the memory of his father's face and the sound of his voice. For a brief moment, he savored the stagnant air, smelling of blood from all of the animals he had slaughtered on the weathered, red-stained skinning table. The pungent odor of the freshly killed rabbit carcasses blended with the old blood. To some the smell would’ve been overpowering, but to Markus, the stench brought an unexplained sense of peace.  

“If he’d acknowledge me as his son, and treat me as a human, then mayhap I wouldn’t.”

Markus sighed. His brother's words refused to allow him to push the image of Father from his mind. Besides, Alec was right. Why did Father hate him so? It was not Alec’s fault that he’d been born with an infirmity and Father's daily beatings did nothing to improve his condition.

But at least Alec had the one elixir that neither Markus nor Father could lay claim to—Mother's gentle touch, her soft, soothing voice and tender smile.  

“It is no special honor.” His throat tightened with emotion. “At least you have our mother’s love.”

Markus ripped open the rabbit's flesh at each extremity with brutal strokes, slicing his way toward the belly before hacking off each foot. After cutting off the tail, he pulled the pelt of the rabbit up over its neck. 

Father had repeatedly told him it wasn't mannish to savor the soft caresses of a woman, but how he longed for Mother to brush her fingers across his cheek, to hold him and stroke his hair as she did with Alec. But Markus’s hair was as black as the night sky and coarse, like straw, unlike the soft, pale wisps of his brother's. And he was far too large to fit in the cradle of their mother’s arms, while Alec could still fold his slender frame into her lap without crushing her.

Of course, Mother only showed affection to Alec when Father was in the barn, drowning himself in brew. Alec would come into the hut with a fresh bruise, his eyes pooled with moisture and Mother would open her arms to him. Markus had no choice but to turn away, an aching in his heart, for he never knew that kind of love from his mother. 

“She loves you too, brother,” said Alec, placing a steady hand on his shoulder. “Father forbids her from showing it, is all.”

Markus exhaled a long breath, choking back the rising tide of anger. “That, I cannot accept.”

“The Great Hunter cannot be fierce if he is coddled.” Alec mimicked their father's stentorian tone.

In one swift stroke, Markus chopped off the head of the rabbit. It rolled down the gentle slope of the table and landed in a bucket. Blood pooled from the empty cavity. 

“I wish I never had such skill. I wish I was more like you.” Tossing the blade aside, Markus turned toward Alec. 

Eyes narrowing, Alec's gaze intensified. “Do you wish for every breath to be a struggle? To be weak and infirm, and hardly a man even at nine and ten winters!”

“You are the strongest man I know, Alec. It takes strength and courage to stand up to our father. And your kindness to me...” His voice quavered as he dropped his gaze. “I do not understand.”

“You are my brother.” Alec gripped Markus by both shoulders, looking up into his face with a pained expression. “What is there to understand?”

Markus shrugged and swallowed the lump in his throat that seemed to originate from a hollow pit in his belly. “He beats you, even for my mistakes. A lesser man would despise me.”

“You have good in you, despite our father’s best efforts to make you a monster.”

“I do not stand up to him as you do. I do not defend you as I ought.”

“You might be as strong as an ox, but you are a lad still. Your time will come, brother.” Alec's voice cracked before he coughed into his hand for several interminable seconds. Finally, Alec righted his posture and looked at Markus with a glazed-over expression. “On the night you were born, I made a promise to the Goddess that I would teach you compassion. A promise I will give my last dying breath to uphold. This is why I scold you when you kill more than you can eat. A kind hunter respects those animals he kills and does not take their lives unnecessarily.”

Markus turned back to his kill. Picking up the knife, he cut through the meat of the rabbit before ripping open the ribcage with the tip of his blade. “Aye, brother, but when I see an easy target, I cannot stop the blood that pumps through my veins, driving me to kill the beast. It is a feeling I cannot explain.”

With a hand on Markus’s back, Alec breathed at barely a whisper. “You must not surrender to your impulses.”

Repressing the urge to laugh at his brother’s request, Markus pulled down the animal's innards before ripping them free of its body. A smile crossed his face as the gutting was finally finished. All that was left were meat and bones for the stew. 

“I cannot help it.” He shrugged before tossing the organs in the bucket.

Alec stood speechless behind him, leaving nothing between them but the wheezy sound of his strained breathing and the odor of fresh blood. 

Finally, he cleared his throat. “Killing comes too easily to you, Markus. It would seem your gift is more of a curse.”
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Chapter Two
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Markus stalked his prey with little effort. Their tracks had been fresh when he'd come upon them in the late hours of the morn. He'd swiftly circled them downwind, just below the sloped field of overgrown grass in which they'd been grazing. Mountain goats, two large billies and several ewes. They'd make a fine addition to the festival tonight. The people would be in awe when he hauled their carcasses into town on his father's cart. Dianna would also be there, helping the other women with the preparations for the event.

It was a festival in honor of him, The Mighty Hunter, for saving the town from starvation. Tonight there would be dancing, and Dianna wouldn't dare refuse the guest of honor when he sought her for a partner. She was such a beauty—hair pale and smooth, just like his mother's, hung nearly to her waist. Although she usually wore it tucked into a woolen cap, he'd seen its length once, cascading down her back like soft falling snow.

He wondered if she'd wear her hair down tonight, and how she'd feel in his arms when they danced. If only she’d look up at him with something other than scorn reflecting in her wide, emerald eyes. He'd give anything for a glimpse of her smile.  

Eyes locked on his target, Markus silently drew back his bow. The muted thwack of the string releasing was the only warning the large billy goat received before the arrow struck the center of his lungs. By then, another arrow had been fired, and another. Both billy goats and a large ewe were down, and the rest began to scatter in panic, but a newborn lamb had been trampled in the confusion. He lay on his side, crying out for his mother. Markus knew she'd return, and when she did he would shoot both mother and lamb.

His chest swelled with pride; four large goats and a succulent little lamb for dinner. He would be sure to save the lamb for himself and Alec. Mayhap if Dianna agreed to sit with him, he'd share the tender meat with her, too.

* * *
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PERCHED ON THE ORNATE throne the townspeople had carved for him in the shape of a snow bear, Markus watched the joyous dancers with a scowl. He should have been honored, but instead he stewed in his misery. Though many mothers offered their daughters as partners, he was in no mood to dance. 

Dianna had refused him.

Protesting that she could not leave her brother without a partner, she danced with the boy for the first three songs. All the while the boy glared at him over Dianna's shoulder. Markus thought he should teach the pup a thing or two about manners.

And where was Alec? His brother's chest had felt especially heavy today, so he stayed behind while Mother prepared him a special brew. But they both should have been here by now. Unless Father...

Markus tried to purge the image of Father beating Alec from his mind. It would be in Father's nature to beat Alec until he was too sick to attend the festival because he was so ashamed of having his infirmity paraded about the village.

Markus silently cursed himself for going ahead of his family, but Father had insisted that The Mighty Hunter couldn’t be late to his own celebration.  Markus tried to shake off such dark thoughts by once again focusing on the dancers. 

On her.

Dianna had chosen the trews of a man over the traditional dress. And although the women whispered behind her back, and many men gawked like filthy dogs, she paid them no heed. He'd crossed her on the hunt once when she was wearing those same tight, doeskin breeches. Did she really imagine herself to be a mighty huntress? Had she dressed as one to mock him at his celebration?

His gaze shifted to her hair. She'd worn it down in one long, pale braid. The tip of the wispy tendrils swayed against her rounded bottom as she moved to the music.

Markus shifted uncomfortably in his seat as a strange feeling stirred in the pit of his belly at the thought of holding her in his arms. He tried to focus on something else, averting his gaze to anything but her. 

Although the hall was dark, the muted flames of candles draped from overhanging branches cast a soft, shadowed light across the dance floor. As tradition dictated, most of the men had shaved their beards, signifying the end of winter, and their hair was tied behind their necks with leather bands. The women clutched the sides of their long woolen dresses, lifting the hems just high enough to reveal brightly colored, wooden shoes.

As the dancers stomped on the planks of the floor, sound waves reverberated through Markus’s entire body. But, while the room shook, it did not crumble, though the floor was suspended several feet off the ground, nestled inside the mighty branches of the Lyme tree. 

Markus wondered briefly if their dancing would trigger an avalanche. But his village of Adolan was situated far enough beneath the snowcapped peak of Ice Mountain that they need not fear a slide. This was why some villagers from Kicelin, which sat perilously near the base of the mountain, had journeyed here tonight. They would not be able to dance again for many days to come.  

From the corner of his eye, Markus saw his family enter. Rowlen was first, glancing about the room before spotting a group of men in the rear, already drinking heavily from their cups. Father rushed upon them without a second glance at his family, hollering and hooting in their midst while they passed him a large tankard of ale.

Mother followed silently into the room, her eyes downcast. She pulled Alec behind her to sit quietly in a dark corner at the end of a long table. Alec's entire frame seemed to turn inward like the branches of a pine tree, bending under the weight of heavy snow. 

A hollow ache settled in the pit of Markus’s stomach, slicing its way up to his chest. Alec had not pulled down the hood of his cloak.

What had Father done now?

Pushing himself off his throne, Markus made his way down the wooden dais and toward his family. Alec was slumped over in his chair while Mother gently stroked his back. His brother was injured. Mother always coddled him after Father's abuse. The dread that had struck Markus’s chest began to spread through his body, icing over his limbs. What new bruise would he find when he gazed into his brother's pale face?  

His mother caught his eye first; her pain-stricken gaze bore into him. The eyes of her once beautiful face were sunk low, as if receding into the hollows of her skull. Even though he provided plenty of meat for the family, she barely ate, and the bones of her frail body nearly poked through her skin.

Her stony gaze held his for a long moment, longer than he'd ever held her attention. An uncomfortable ache crept into Markus’s heart. While he had always wished for his mother's tenderness, he did not like the weight of her stare now. Narrowing her eyes, she finally turned away. At that moment, Markus felt his mother's hatred in his bones. 

But why?

What had he done to her, other than try to win her affection? To make her notice him, love him. Swallowing the rising tide in his throat, he fought the burning ache of tears in the corners of his eyes. He was a man, a mighty hunter—he would not cry.

Walking over to Alec, he placed a gentle hand on his brother’s feeble shoulder and bent down to his hooded face. “Let me see, Alec.”

His brother dropped his head. “Not now, Markus.”

He tried to squeeze all emotion out of his voice. “Would you not sit with me? I am lonely up there on my throne.”  

Alec sunk lower in the seat. “I prefer my spot down here with Mother.”

Biting back a curse, Markus turned away from his family, the familiar anger welling up inside his chest. He was not the cause of his father's cruelty, so why were they punishing him? Had they come to his celebration only to sulk and glare? What were they expecting him to do? He might be skilled with a bow, but he was no match for Rowlen.

Still, he could not purge the guilt that seemed to eat at his soul. If anyone had a chance against Father, he was bigger than Alec by far. But this was Markus’s celebration. He could do nothing now.

Stalking through the crowded room, Markus grabbed his cloak off a hanging branch and walked out into the crisp evening air. He needed to be outdoors, the only place where he felt truly at peace. With heavy steps, he made his way down the long plank until the brittle, dry grass crunched beneath his boots. Looking heavenward, he marveled at the brilliance of the sunset. Many colors painted the sky, the hues ranging from orange to deep crimson, in sharp contrast to the dark ache in his heart. 

After several strides across a short field, he found himself beneath another lyme tree, which the villagers called the sapling, for she was small compared to the massive lyme tree where they held their festivals. But, to Markus, the sapling was beautiful, standing at least ten men tall, with a canopy of branches that could shelter an entire village. 

The eve was still young, and no amorous couples had found their way beneath the tree's secluded darkness. Of that he was glad, for all he really wanted was to be alone. Exhaling a sigh of frustration, he slumped against the wall of the great trunk, hanging his head between his knees. 

Thwack!

Markus’s head jerked at the instant, dizzying pain in his right ear. Instinctively, he placed a hand to his head and felt the warmth of blood trickling just below his lobe. He was too dazed to dodge the second attack as something pelted him on the top of the head. Then he ducked as a third object banged off the side of the tree. 

Jumping to unsteady feet, Markus drew his boning knife and turned to his assailant.

The boy, Dianna's brother, Desryn, stood before him, clutching a fist-full of rocks. A grimy face and a tangled mop of muddy-hued locks, he was less than half of Markus’s size and could be no more than ten winters old.

Desryn's mangy, black hound growled at Markus from between the boy's legs. With stubby legs, a long snout and a limp, bushy tail, the mutt looked more like an over-sized rodent.

“She does not want you, so let her be!” Desryn squealed before hurling another rock.

“You speak nonsense, you little imp,” Markus growled, “and when I get hold of you I shall teach you a lesson!” 

Desryn’s little dog stood beside his master and barked with all the tenacity of a rabid fox.

“Oooohhh, The Mighty Hunter!” the boy taunted. “I'm quivering in my boots!” His eyes narrowed before he pelted yet another stone at Markus.

This time, Markus was ready and easily deflected the object with his knife. “Do you think mere rocks can best me?”

“I see the way you stare at her,” Desryn hissed. “You are a filthy dog, just like your father!”

Markus’s limbs froze, and for a second he thought his heart stopped beating. Rage infused his skull to the point of bursting. He was not like his father. He would never be like his father. With one swift movement, he unleashed the blade, his aim striking true. The boy's scream pierced the night sky like the whelp of an injured rabbit.

Turning his back, Markus walked across the field, leaving Desryn with his frayed locks pinned to an overhanging lyme branch. The only way of releasing him would be to cut through his tangled web of hair. 

“Good,” Markus mused to himself. “Now his sister will have to groom him instead of wasting her time on the hunt.”

He had only taken a few strides when Dianna came bounding toward him, her long, pale hair falling undone and whipping in the breeze. She was so beautiful, just like drawings he'd seen of the Sky Goddess, Madhea, flying through the clouds with soft flurries of snow trailing in her wake.

With wide eyes, Dianna looked up at him before peering behind his shoulder at her pinned brother. She gasped, both hands flying to her mouth.

At that moment, Markus’s heart sank to his stomach.

“What have you done!” she cried.

Markus didn't deflect the small fist that crashed into his chest. But, gasping at the pain that seared through his lungs, he instantly regretted his decision. Her strike was powerful, even for a girl.

Dianna quickly skirted around him and rushed to her brother's side, pulling the blade free. “Are you hurt, Des?”

The boy said nothing, but only fell into her arms in a heap of sobs.

Eyes colder than a winter ice storm turned upon Markus. “Haven't you killed enough this day?” Dianna’s voice broke into a shrill scream. “Now you must prey upon defenseless children?!”

Although he'd been sorely tested this night, nothing could bring him lower than the look of hatred in Dianna's eyes.

Markus threw his arms wide. “He pelted me with rocks!”

The child cried louder.

Judging by the mar on Dianna's brow and her deepening scowl, Markus knew he would not win against the child's false tantrum. He heaved a frustrated groan.

Clutching the child to her chest, Dianna's face reddened, her eyes shining with the gloss of unshed tears. “You should be ashamed!”

Markus hung his head, not knowing how to answer her retributions. Though he was not sorry for teaching the boy a lesson, he'd never intended to make Dianna cry. His heart had been broken enough times whenever he’d found his mother sobbing over Alec. He hated Father for making Mother cry, and now he hated himself. 

“It is you who should be ashamed, foolish female, trolloping about the woods in men’s trews!”

Markus cringed at the familiar, garbled slur of his father's baritone when in a drunken rage. Cursing, he turned to find that a mob of villagers had gathered around them, his father at the head, still clutching a tankard of ale as if it was his lifeline. The rowdy looking bunch reminded him of a pack of marauders, with a monster for the henchman.

Ice-cold fear pricked the hairs at the back of Markus’s neck and threatened to splinter his brain. Swallowing the lump of granite that had formed at the bottom of his throat, he found the nerve to speak. “Father, please, this is my battle.” He did not want Dianna to be the victim of his father's wrath.

Heedless of Markus’s plea, Rowlen stepped past him, bridging the gap between Markus and Dianna. “This night is to honor my son and I'll not have you ruin it for him,” he bellowed.

Many among the crowd voiced their agreement.

Markus stepped to the side of his father, so he could better view Dianna, mayhap defend her if needed. But what could he do against his father? He felt as helpless as a pebble trying to crush a glacier.

Dianna cupped her brother's chin and their gazes held for an eternal moment. The boy nodded, and they both rose, Dianna in front. Stance wide, arms crossed, she stood her ground in the most beautiful act of defiance Markus had ever witnessed.

Tilting her chin, malice shone in her eyes as she leveled her stare at Rowlen. “What care I for honoring your son? He has done nothing for me. I feed my own family.”

“It is time you learned your place and left the hunting to the real men.” Father ended on a deep, sinister chuckle.

Glancing toward Markus, he winked, before turning to the crowd and raising his tankard.

The men cheered. The women whistled.

Markus wanted to scream.  

“Tell me then, do real men beat their afflicted children?” Though she spoke through clenched teeth, her strong voice carried far. 

The townspeople behind him gasped and murmured amongst themselves. 

Father choked on his drink, purging out a great deal through a roar. Markus’s mind hollowed and he could not think clearly. He only knew that Dianna put herself in great peril by goading his father so.

She merely smiled, tilting her chin higher. “I know how you treat your eldest son. You, sir, are a monster, not a real man. And I will not honor 'The Mighty Hunter' who will grow to be just like you.” 

Her words came out on a hiss, searing the distance between them like arrows of fire, burning straight into his heart.

Though she spoke to Rowlen, her venom was meant for Markus. Did she truly think he would become like his father? 

“You lying little shrew! I should tan your hide!” Father clutched his ale until his knuckles turned white. The veins on his neck swelled like raging rivers after the winter's thaw.

Shaking her head, Dianna laughed, clearly unaffected by his growing rage. “Perhaps you should, and save Alec from some of your cruelty.” 

Pointing into the crowd, Dianna moved forward, whipping past Rowlen before he could react. “See him there, cowering behind his mother. Ask him to pull down his cloak and then see if I'm lying.”

“He will not.” Father's voice cracked and rose in pitch. “He is unwell and needs his cloak to shield him from the night air.”

She spun on her heel, shouting at Rowlen with clenched fists. “It would not hurt him to show his face, and well you know it!” In an instant, she'd turned back to the crowd, her spine rigid as she marched toward Mother and Alec.

He knew not how his feet propelled him, but Markus raced after her into the parting sea of spectators. Whatever she was trying to do, he had to stop her. No good would come to her if she exposed his father.

Mother, with Alec behind her, had both reacted as one, backing up several paces as Dianna advanced, but they were no match for her quick strides. Mother made a strangling, garbled cry, and turned to shield Alec in her arms.

“You must not do this,” Markus pleaded, regretting the harsh tone in his voice, but he had to make Dianna understand the danger in crossing his father.

Behind him, Markus heard a bellow of rage, sounding like a warrior descending into battle. He turned to see several large men attempting to restrain Rowlen. A chill swept up Markus’s spine at the demonic gleam in his father's eyes. The monster would have Dianna's blood for this.  

Dianna's lips narrowed into a grim line, her eyes glowing with determination. With a firm, but gentle tug, she pulled Alec free of his mother's embrace. At the same time, his hood fell away for all to see. An eerie stillness fell about the place. For a moment, even Rowlen had gone quiet.

Silent tears streamed down Markus’s face at the sight of his brother. Never before had Father beaten him so badly.  

One dark, swollen eyelid would not open—sealed shut by some invisible, binding force. He wondered if his brother would ever see out of that eye again, such a massive bloody mess it was. The other eye was only partially visible, and Markus suspected it must be a burden for Alec to keep it open as a cut ran deep through his eyebrow and mid-way to his forehead.

How had Alec been able to attend the festival at all with such an injury?

Below Alec’s eyes, his nose was encrusted in a hard coating of dark blood and one side of his lip was swollen to three times its normal size. Many black and purple splotches coated his pale face, making him look as if he'd been beaten by the plague.

As those around him gawked at his injuries, Alec hung his head. He did not speak and no emotion could be read in his grotesque features. Only a single tear swept down his nose and shattered in the hard grass at his feet.

Holding Alec’s hand, Mother wept by his side. Markus stepped up to Alec, and with the gentleness of swaddling a new-born babe, he lifted the hood back over his brother’s head, shrouding his features once again in darkness.

Soon the people began to whisper while some men grumbled, and many women gave way to tears.   

Dianna did not cry. Fists planted at her sides and her stance wide, her icy gaze was on Rowlen.

Three men still held him, though he had stopped fighting to break free. Rowlen’s eyes belied the vehemence of a thousand whipping ice storms. These men held him now, but they would not hold him always. What then? How long before Dianna suffered the monster's revenge? What could Markus do to prevent it?  

After a long, tense moment, Dianna turned to the people, clearing her throat to speak. “I happened upon them at Danae Creek one eve while I was stalking a lone elk. This monster pounded into his sickly son while the poor boy begged for mercy. All the while 'The Mighty Hunter' cowered behind a tree like a frightened mouse.”

Markus’s heart plummeted. No wonder she scorned him. She knew him for a coward. 

“You filthy bitch!” Father roared, his rage-infused face taking on the hue of an overripe apple. Markus thought he saw the branches of the lyme shake from the tremors of Father's fury. 

Dianna dismissed his words with a flick of her wrist. “Needless to say, they spooked my prey.” Turning her cold gaze back to Rowlen, she tilted her mouth in an impish grin. “You are lucky to be alive this night. I almost turned my arrow upon you.”

What kind of foolish female was she? Had she a wish to join her parents in the afterlife?

“She lies!” But Father's words were said with less conviction.

The villagers shook their heads, their faces draped in heavy scowls. They were not convinced of Rowlen’s innocence, either.

“My brother was with me and can bear witness.” Dianna motioned to Desryn, who had come up through the crowd. He had managed to crawl between the villagers' legs to reach his sister while his mutt trailed behind him.

Stepping up beside her, Desryn inflated his chest and wagged a finger at Rowlen. “I saw it. I saw the whole thing.”

“My son is sick,” Father cried out beneath his sweat-drenched brow. “These bruises are part of his ailment. This shrew thinks to be a mighty huntress. She is merely jealous and wants to steal Markus’s glory.”

“Is that so?” Dianna turned her focus upon Markus. “Tell me, Mighty Hunter, do I seek to steal your glory this eve or is your father really a monster?”

Markus thought his legs would buckle under the weight of her stare. She was asking him to bring Father's wrath upon his head as well.

She was asking him to be brave.

The eyes of the village were upon him. What would they expect The Mighty Hunter to say? Did they want the truth? Did they want to know that the hero who had saved them from starvation had cowered behind a tree while his brother was brutally beaten?

What would Father do if Markus told the truth? Would he turn his heavy fists upon him now? Markus’s throat went bone dry, and then constricted until his breath





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
CURSE

axeQ. OF THE ©O27s

ICE DRAGON

F THE STONES BOOK ONE

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





