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Zeph turned the little sculpture in his hand. Using one of his
claws, he shaved a tiny sliver of rock from the crest of the wave
that curved around its base. No, that didn’t help. He frowned. It
looked clumsy. The albatross was good though, its wings slightly
lifted. He had spent days on the far end of the island sketching
them in charcoal to get them right.

In spite of the waves not being perfect, he liked it the best of
anything he’d ever made. It would be a nameday gift, the right size
to sit on Father’s desk near the hearth. And Father would like it
whether it was perfect or not. He usually liked everything Zeph
did, but not always.

Zeph touched his left fang, the one still shorter than the
other. Father had caught him that nameday four years ago hiding in
the trees where he was filing down his fangs as a surprise. Then
he’d be more like Mother and Father. Father dragged him down to the
house speechless with anger and got out his shaving strop. He’d
never hit Zeph with it although he’d threatened a few times. Mother
said no and put her arms around Zeph. A tear ran down her cheek and
he remembered wiping it away. She told him he was fine like he was,
that she loved his fangs and for him never to do anything like that
again.

He’d felt like crying then, too, like mother did. But ogres
can’t cry. Ever since then, he knew he’d never be human. That fact
kept him like a prisoner here.

“Zeph, dinner,” his father called from the house.

Zeph wrapped the sculpture in a piece of soft leather, tucked it
into his bag and stood to stretch his arms over his head into the
leaves of the tree. He strained to loosen the kinks out of his
back.

“Coming." He loped up the hill towards the house. Using his
muscles felt good. He’d join Father for a run along the shore after
dinner. No point in turning into a pudding—and he’d be a big
pudding. The picture made him snort with laughter.

Zeph ducked his head to go through the door. Being so tall was
new in the past months. Father said he would raise the door lintel,
that Zeph had most of his growth so a few inches should do it.
Sometimes the cottage made him itchy with its low ceiling and small
rooms. But other times it was like a warm blanket on a cold
night.

By that time, the bowls of stew and the big basket of bread were
on the table. Zeph’s stomach grumbled at the oniony scent but he
waited while Father took a loaf of bread and held it in both
hands.

“God of the Harvest, we thank you for these blessings.” Then he
broke the bread in two and handed Zeph half. He took a big bite of
the crusty loaf.

“I’ll cook breakfast in the morning,” Zeph said. “Give you a
break for our nameday.”

Father raised his eyebrows. “I thought I was supposed to get a
present—not a punishment.” Then he grinned, and his blue eyes
filled with laughter.

Zeph looked down into his bowl and stirred it. “Speaking of
presents…” He felt the blood rushing to his face. “There’s
something I want.”

“For your nameday? I have a present planned for you. Don’t
worry.”

“No, it’s my fifteenth nameday. I'm grown. I want something
special.” Zeph took a deep breath. “I want to go off the island. I
want to see people and a town. Not to go in—just to see.” Zeph
rubbed at the greenish brown skin on the back of his hand and at
the stubbly patch of hairs that sprouted there, so different from
father’s bronze skin.

“No, Zeph.”

“But for my nameday.”

“Don’t give me that whipped-puppy look. I wish I could give you
what you want, boy. But I can’t. You’re my son as far as I’m
concerned. I love you. But they wouldn’t see it that way.”

“Father, I can’t stay cooped up on this island forever. I
can’t.” Zeph looked around the room. The small fire blazed on the
hearth. One of Father’s books lay open on the desk. The big chair
next to the window was set so you could look down the slope to
watch storms move in from the sea. The room closed in on him.

“It’s been sixteen years since the treaty ended the fighting,
but that doesn’t mean they hate any less. The humans hate ogres.
And ogres, the ones left alive, hate humans. It’s not right. It’s
not fair. But it’s the way it is.”

“Father… if I just looked. From a distance…”

“If they saw you—they’d kill you. Ogres aren’t allowed into the
human lands.” Father’s voice turned husky. “You don’t understand
what they’d do.”

Zeph pushed his chair back from the table and stood up. “I’m not
hungry.”

Carrying the bag with the sculpture, he softly closed his
bedroom door behind him. He would have liked to have slammed it,
but that would have set Father off for sure. Disrespect wasn’t
something he approved of. And this wasn’t the night for an
argument.

Zeph lay down on his cot and looked out the window. The moon had
risen and threw its silver light over the distant trees and the
meadow around the cottage gleamed like a calm sea. Zeph felt a huge
lump in his chest. Mother would have understood, he thought. He
missed her, and sometimes he could hear her laugh. But she wasn’t
there; it was only a memory. He couldn’t see her grave at the top
of the hill from here but he had visited it this morning and left a
handful of gillyflowers.

He lay watching the moon rise higher in the sky, waiting for his
father to go to bed. An owl hooted and a rabbit screamed when the
bird took it. Zeph shivered. It sounded so frightened—but owls had
to eat too Father said. The night grew quiet. The cottage creaked.
The wind rose as it always did at night, coming in from the
sea.

At last, the moon reached midway in its course. Father had to be
asleep by this time. Zeph tiptoed into the main room and put the
sculpture in the middle of the table. Father would be furious but
at least they’d both have a nameday gift. Zeph stuck an apple from
the bowl and some of the bread left from dinner into his pocket.
For a day, for his nameday, he’d be free.

He eased the door shut behind him. The trees waved in the wind
and made weird patterns of shadow. He hurried down the hill,
glancing over his shoulder to be sure Father hadn’t wakened to come
after him.

At the shore, the water lapped onto the rocks and the little
pier stuck a few feet out where the dories were tied. Standing
still, Zeph scanned the slope above, straining his ears for any
sound but the slap of the waves.

Nothing moved so he climbed into the larger of the two dories
and slid the oars into the rowlocks. He was a good hand with an oar
since Father often let him handle them when they went fishing. They
creaked as he leaned into them and the boat moved through the
waves, the oars occasionally flicking salt water into his face.

He heard it first, the wash of the waves on the shore. Then the
long sandy beach came into view. He’d never seen one like it. The
shore of his island was a jumble of rocks. Here golden sand
reflected the moonlight and the water washed up in foamy waves
instead of being dashing high into the air. A line of bushes and
low scraggly trees rose on the other side. No one was within sight
in any direction, and he leaned even harder into his strokes. Soon
he could jump out to use the rope to drag the dory onto the
shore.

A wave pushed it higher on the beach and he pulled hard.
Finally, he realized that was as high as he would get it. He
managed to get the rope looped around a wind—twisted oak and tie it
off.

He leaned back against a tree that bent landward, gnarled by the
sea winds. His shoulders ached and the muscles of his back burned
from the long row. He breathed in the scents riding on the pre—dawn
air: sweet with oak and the tang of the sea—different from on his
island. Or was it that being free made things smell different? But
that made it sound like Father was a jailor and didn't love him. He
did. Of course he did, even though they were different.

Why was he wasting his time resting? The moon had set
and the sun rimmed the horizon with gold. He had to get back to the
island tonight after he explored. Father would be furious, but Zeph
would deal with that when he had to. He jumped to his feet and
turned in a circle trying to decide which way to go. No way seemed
that much different from another with scrubby oaks and bushes
covering the rolling hills. He took out the apple and munched it as
he considered his choices, sorry he'd been too angry last night to
eat the stew. His stomach rumbled. That would teach him to lose
his temper.

Somewhere to the north, a nightingale trilled. Well, north along
the coast was as good as any. The sky had turned from black to a
clear blue while he made up his mind.

He plunged in and out of the shade as he went. People had to be
somewhere not far away yet the only sound was the erratic wind as
it rustled the bushes and trees. Then he pushed past a clump of
brambles. A village lay in full sun halfway up a slope that seemed
to sweep up to a sea—blue sky and the shadows of the thin scudding
clouds were the only movement. Above the village, a ridge glowered,
matted with a tangle of mulberry bushes.

Zeph scurried back behind the oaks and some thorny brush and
parted the branches. He strained to make out the details through
the screen of the leaves—rough wooden huts with wisps of smoke that
drifted above the thatch roofs and a large fire pit in the middle
of a sandy clearing.

Someone threw open the door of one of the huts and stepped into
the sunlight, an animal pelt draped around his heavy shoulders and
rough trousers his only other clothing. Zeph’s eyes widened.
Ogres? Father said the treaty had spared one tribe, but he
hadn’t realized they were this near.

Another, a female, followed him out and spoke together, but Zeph
couldn’t hear what they said. Then a larger ogre, arms ridged with
scars, stepped out of further hut. He shouted something guttural in
a language that meant nothing to Zeph and ran at the other male.
The smaller braced his feet wide and struck at his attacker,
scoring his chest with lines of cuts. Blood streamed down his
chest.

Zeph breathed fast as he edged into the brambles to get a closer
look.

A dozen or more ogres ran out, shouting and hooting, surrounding
the combatants. One fighter shoved the other across the clearing
and leaped at him, sinking his fangs into the other’s neck. Now
they were only a few strides from Zeph’s hiding place. They were
both covered with blood that dripped and made puddles of red in the
sand.

Zeph parted the leaves and edged even closer, flexing his hands
with excitement and panting. He growled low in his throat, his
heart thudding. What was wrong with him, he wondered. He should
be running.

Some of the ogres had spears in their hands and began to pound
the ground with the butts. The female crouched and would have
jumped into the fray if another hadn’t grabbed her and jerked her
back. The opponents rolled across the ground, their growls of rage
barely audible over the din.

A leap would have taken Zeph on top of them and he trembled. No,
he couldn’t, but just one leap…

Then a hand clapped over his mouth. An arm wrapped around his
shoulder and jerked him back.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Father whispered through
gritted teach, mouth against Zeph’s ear.

Heat flooded him. He should have known Father would come after
him. He should have known.

Father released Zeph but jerked on his elbow before pointing
away from the village. Father was pale under his tan, his lips
almost white, but a flush of red colored his cheeks. For a second,
Zeph gaped at him and Father gave his shoulder a quick push.

“Go.”

Zeph shambled along, thrusting his way through the underbrush.
The thorns caught at his clothes and he jerked loose.

“Why can't you listen to me?” Father muttered at his shoulder.
“You have no idea…“

Zeph jerked around. “I can’t stay a prisoner all of my life.
You’re the one with no idea.”

Father folded his arms across his chest, scowling. Zeph realized
with a start that Father was wearing chainmail and his sword hung
from the belt at his hip.

“Prisoner? Your life with your mother and me was being a
prisoner?”

The look on Father’s face made Zeph’s chest hurt. “No. But I’m
not a child…”

A crash came from the brush behind him. Something hit him hard
in the middle of the back. He went down on his belly and skidded
into a tree. Clambering to his knees, he spit out a mix of dirt and
blood. From behind him came a cacophony of shouts and growls.

By the time got to his feet, Father was held between two of the
ogres, his arms twisted behind him and his sword on the ground at
his feet. He seemed calm now, lips pressed into a grim line. He
didn’t struggle, but braced his feet, looking at an ogre who stood
apart from the others.

“You—” the ogre snarled. “Ogre-killer.” This one easily topped
all of the others. Scars striped his chest and arms. Like the
others, he wore rough canvas trousers but around his neck was a
thick gold torc.

“Dorhark Bonegrinder is dead then?” Father said.

Zeph hadn’t realized before that he was taller and heavier than
the other ogres. Even this chieftain stood no taller than he.

“We fought last cold-time. I tasted his life’s blood. Now I
lead,” the ogre said.

“You were with him when I gave him these lands. I remember.”

“I am Bonegrinder now—Narzekk. You owe for many deaths that
Dorhark was too weak to take.” A grin broke across the ogre’s face,
baring his fangs. He motioned to the ogres holding Father’s arms.
“To the village and this Ser will pay for ogres he killed.”

“No,” Zeph yelled. He darted through the cluster of ogres to
grab the chieftain’s arm. "He made a treaty—saved your tribe.
Raised me when my tribe was killed.”

Narzekk raised an arm and cuffed Zeph aside, knocking him to his
knees. “Hold him,” he ordered one of the ogres. The ogre grabbed
Zeph’s arm. "Fool boy. Ogre-killer was one who killed your
tribe."

Zeph tasted blood in his mouth and fire moved through him, a
feeling he couldn’t name—what he’d felt watching the ogres battle
back at their village but stronger and harder. He crouched on the
ground. Narzekk had turned back to his Father and made a chopping
motion toward the village.

“You’re ready to break the treaty?” Father said.

“Nothing will be left of you. Who will know?”

Zeph jumped to his feet, head first into the ogre’s belly,
knocking him down.

Free, Zeph sprang toward Narzekk’s back. He grabbed the
chieftain’s neck with one hand as he bit, sinking his fangs into
Narzekk’s shoulder. Narzekk roared and heaved. Zeph hung on with
his other arm around the ogre’s shoulder. The blood filled his
mouth, the coppery scent and taste making him dizzy. He dug his
claws deep into Narzekk’s throat. Ripping it out would be easy.

An ogre came at him, spear raised. Zeph growled. He sank his
claws even deeper and Narzekk’s blood gushed.

“Back,” Narzekk croaked.

He went to his knees taking Zeph with him. Through the fog of
battle, Zeph made out shouts and screams of dismay.

“Let him go, son.”

Father’s sword was at Narzekk’s throat. Light—headed, Zeph
wondered how Father had gotten there. Zeph let go of Narzekk’s
shoulder, lifting his head to blink up. He licked the rich taste of
blood from his mouth.

Father’s cool gaze met Zeph's and he nodded. Zeph trembled with
the effort to stop. Father grasped Zeph’s shoulder and then he let
go of Narzekk’s throat.

“Use your belt to tie his hands. We’ll take him with us until
we’re out of his lands.”

As Zeph unbuckled his belt, he tried to still his thudding
heart, not to feel the pull of the blood. The hot lust of battle
rushed through him. How could he feel this way? He’d never hurt a
thing in his life. Not before. He’d never thought of such a thing.
What did that make him?

“I want—wanted to kill him. Father… How could I?”

“We’ll talk later, son.”

Once the leather strap was around Narzekk’s wrists, Father
jerked at it to be sure it was tight. He turned in a circle,
gesturing to the surrounding ogres with his sword. They made no
move; their shouts and screams had faded.

“He’ll come back alive as long as you leave us in peace. Go back
to your village.”

Zeph watched as they trailed away. One of the youngest of the
females, only a leather skirt around her hips, stopped to smile up
at him, baring gleaming white fangs that shone against her
greenish—brown skin. He lowered his gaze from her small
breasts.

“Go on, girl,” Father snapped. She went, but stopped again and
looked back once before the trees swallowed her up.

Father jerked the chieftain to his feet. “Fool. You’ll throw all
of your lives away.”

Narzekk spat and wiped blood from his chest with his bound
hands. “Not throw lives away. Ogre-killer owes debt.”

Father pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and stuffed it in
Narzekk’s mouth.

“Zeph, I spent half my life killing and the other half hiding
from what I had done.” He sighed. “Hatred is part of the price I’ve
paid. You have it in you to kill, just as I did. And the ogre in
you would revel in it. But you stopped, didn’t you?”

Zeph scrubbed at the blood to get it off his hands. How could he
have such different things inside? Something that relished the
taste of blood and most of him that hated the thought. "You killed
my tribe he said."

Father's mouth thinned to a line. "I did. It was war but I—I
can't say that excuses it. I've tried to make up for it since."
Father looked into the distance, his face. "I'm not sure anything
can but I try."

“I know why you did. They’re monsters, and I’m like them.” He’d
never felt so afraid.  ”I didn’t want to stop.”.

Father sighed again. “Your mother didn’t think you were a
monster. Neither do I. I know better. There’s more in you than
that—the love that she and I gave you. They're not monsters. They
have good inside just as you do. Most of them. And most humans
too.”

Zeph nodded slowly, the painful knot in his chest easing.

“But I can’t live locked on the island forever. You were right.
Coming here only made me want more.” He thought of the way the ogre
girl had looked at him. “I want a lot more.”

Father opened his mouth to say something but stopped. He frowned
and looked at Zeph for a moment that seemed to stretch out a long
time.

“I was wrong,” Father finally said.

Zeph blinked in surprise and Father smiled. “Yes, I can admit
being wrong. You deserve to live your life. That’s what your mother
and I raised you to do. You have it in you to make something
beautiful. You have to have the chance to do that.”

“But—but, how?” Zeph gaped at his father. Hope tightened around
his chest so that he could barely breathe. “What about what you
said? That people would kill me? What about the ogres who want to
kill you? What will we do?”

“You made a start. This one won’t be in a hurry to fight you
again. We’ll teach them—ogres and people—that there’s more than one
way to look at each other.”

His father’s face hardened, his lips thinning to sharp line.
“You’re my son. I should have seen a long time ago that your
freedom is worth fighting for. What you can be is worth fighting
for.”

Zeph scuffed the dirt uneasily. “Killing, you mean?”

“Not if I can help it, son. My word on that.” His father patted
his shoulder then prodded Narzekk in the direction of the shore.
“Let’s go get that sculpture. I have an old friend who should see
it. There's a lot he'll want to teach you.”

 

 

THE END

My young adult fantasy novel is Wings of Evil is
available for Kindle

on Amazon for only 99 cents.

The Priests have always warned that the First Ones are
dangerous and

to be feared. When Liada finds Tali, she realizes something
important,

something terrible—the Priests have been lying. The little
elemental

creature is alone, injured, helpless… and she is a First
One.

Liada's life depends on keeping her new friend secret. But
the Priests

soon are hunting them, and they are on the run from the
Priests' winged

Quag—hunters and killers of First Ones. As they flee into an
adjacent

empire, she meets a mystery man who becomes her only ally. But
are his

goals really the same as hers? Can she trust this man who
fights by her

side, or could he be even more dangerous than her enemies? All
of their

lives hang in the balance.
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With the land ravaged by war and plague, Marita is determined to
survive. But at what cost? Yet help might come from a most
unexpected direction, if she has the courage to accept it.
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