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There are three ways you can read The Unfinished Song Series. Why? Some readers like to savor a story a spoonful at a time, dolloped out over weeks or months. Others prefer their sagas served in big, meaty chunks, devoured in one delicious banquet. How do you prefer to read?

Right now, you are reading the fifth episode of the second novel, Taboo. Each week, a new episode will be available.

If you prefer to read the second novel, you can find Taboo (The Unfinished Song, Book 2) on the online site where you found this episode.

You can also find the entire first trilogy sold as three-book set.

The complete series will consist of twelve full length novels.

Even better, you can request a review copy by emailing me: tara[at]taramayastales[dot]com or my publisher, editor[at]misquepress[dot]com.

Chapter Five

Shunned

Gremo

The first night of our journey, I sat by myself.

Rthan brought me food, meat and tubers wrapped in a leaf, mainly as pretext to crouch next to me and inquire in a low-pitched voice, “Have you any name to trade me yet, Gremo?”

“Yes,” I said. “I learned that the Yellow Bear warriors keep the names of the warriors who took part in the New Moon Raid secret, but not as secret as they should. They are too proud of their slaughter. More than a hundred kills, when only seven of them undertook the raid.”

“Only seven men?  Impossible. The damage was too great, and in the heart of Blue Waters.”

“They used sleeping magic to lull the guards and ensure the women and children would stay in their huts. Then they tied wooden stakes across the doors of every hut, to ensure no one could escape. Last, they set all the roofs on fire. They stayed nearby to slay by arrow any who ran screaming from the houses.”

I wondered how Rthan must feel to hear this, but I could not tell from his face. Only the heat radiating off of him, an aura as hot as steam, indicated the fury he controlled so carefully.

“There is more,” I said. “The seven men counted the sleeping victims and kept a tally stick of which houses they lit on fire and who they shot with their bows and arrows, so they could celebrate the warrior with the most kills. The one with the most kills was also the one who set fire to your house, Rthan. He knew the woman inside was Nargano’s daughter. He took special pleasure in her screams.”

“His name?” growled Rthan. He did not move from his crouch, but I sensed the rage inside him seethe even more hotly.

“His name I still don’t know.”

Rthan reached out and grabbed me by the neck. “Don’t play with me!”

He was not wise to touch me. I don’t know what I did. All I know is that I felt a flash of anger and a wind knocked him down to the ground. My anger ended quickly and so did the wind, but as Rthan picked himself up, I could see he regarded me more warily.

“You’re a Tavaedi?”

“I know just one more thing about the man that killed your family,” I said. “Though not his name. That, no one would reveal.”

“Tell me.”

“No. First you tell me about the man with the tattoos I described to you. Tell me the name of my father.”

“Why should I? Our agreement was a name for a name.”

“I have discovered far more than you could have on your own,” I retorted. “Because men treat me as though I were as insensible as the rock I carry, and let their drunk tongues wag around me. They would have been far more cautious around you. Besides, when I tell you the final thing I know, I think you will be able to discover for yourself the name. It must be one of seven men! But I will not tell you anything more until you prove you will help me in my quest.”

“What good do you expect to come of knowing your father’s name?” demanded Rthan. “He cannot make you one of us, and he clearly did not want to stay as one of you, or he would not have ended his marriage to your mother.”

“He never married my mother. He raped her.”

I had never said it aloud before. Rthan’s eyes widened.

“All the less good that can come of knowing him,” he said.

“That’s not for you to decide. We had a bargain.”

Rthan nodded. “His name was Ezlo of Jumping Rock. We will be passing through his clanhold not long from now.”

“Was?”

“He’s dead, Gremo. The river flooded a few years ago and many of the men of Jumping Rock drowned trying to save their boats.”

“Dead?” My mouth went dry. This was not a possibility I had even considered. “Dead...” I repeated. Stunned. “Dead.”

“You said you had one more piece of information for me,” Rthan prodded.

I forced myself out of the fog of confusion his revelation had cast over me. “Yes.... The seven men who took part in the New Moon Raid? They were all kin of Hertio.”

His eyes gleamed. “Thank you.”

He prowled away.

I sank back into the fugue. I was not aware of another presence until someone touched my arm. I looked up into the keen face of Svego, our guide.

He was the last person I wanted to talk to right now. Looking at the way his smooth, masculine, almost naked body moved, I felt strange things. It was not unlike the sensation that had struck me the first time I saw Kavio. The difference was that when I gazed at Kavio, he was oblivious to me. Svego looked back.

“Sweetling, you need a haircut,” he told me.

I growled at him.

“You’re an animal,” he said. He leaned forward, adding in a husky voice. “I like that.”

“Stay away from me,” I advised in my most withering tone. “You don’t know what I am.”

“Fa, I know exactly what you are. You think I can’t spot another Olani when I see one?”

“What?” I sputtered.

He bent and kissed me on the mouth.

Kavio

In the morning, they were supposed to begin their boat journey, but they could not find their Blue Waters guide, Svego. His tent was empty, and, from the signs of the neatly rolled pack, had not been used the night before.

“I last saw him speaking with your henchman,” Rthan told Kavio accusingly. “If that brute harmed the Keeper of the Staff of Peace...”

With perfect timing, Svego emerged from Gremo’s tent. Whistling.

Gremo emerged a moment later. He had been transformed from a dirty, hairy, slovenly mess of a creature into a strikingly handsome figure of a man, with oiled muscles, neatly brushed hair (kept long and free flowing like an Olani) and a clean-shaven square jaw.  Even Kavio could see that Svego had been right. Gremo was a handsome bastard.

“Looks to me as though the Keeper of the Staff of Peace has been wielding his staff in all sorts of innovative ways,” Kavio said dryly.

Rthan grunted. He studiously ignored both Olani after that.

The biggest change for Gremo was not the shave, or even his bed partner. He no longer lugged the boulder half as tall as he was behind him. Anticipating Kavio’s question, Gremo twisted his body, so that Kavio could see a rock, as large as a rucksack but a fraction of the original boulder, lashed to his back by cords and magic.

Kavio was surprised but pleased to find that Gremo had been claimed as Olani. It solved the problem of what to do about Gremo’s status as a man with magic who had technically never passed his Initiation. All Olani were Tavaedi, and that was that. He considered it a good omen for the journey. Better than a crab, anyway.

Svego led them to the spot where the Blue Waters warriors who had brought him to Yellow Bear had stashed canoes. They would ride these down the river back to Sharkshead, the tribehold of Blue Waters.

Kavio watched the surroundings carefully for clues when they crossed into Blue Waters tribal territory. Totems tied to branches in the trees, plus the occasional scratched boulder, marked the no-man’s land between the tribes. The peace party followed a different branch of the river downstream from the Dam, heading northwest. The land beside the river was the same, fens that lined the riverbanks, abutted by rolling hills of spruce, pine and oak. The wild sprites and dryads frolicked no differently than other fae. The sun shone just as bright. Then they reached the first Blue Waters clanhold along the route.

Blue Waters habitations looked completely different than any he had seen.

Kavio’s people built square, half-subterranean houses out of adobe. The Yellow Bear tribesfolk erected their conical houses high on hills, always a safe remove from the river. The Blue Waters tribesfolk preferred to build directly over water. Each cluster of huts sat on a wooden deck raised on pylons. Rickety wooden paths, also raised on posts, connected the decks to each other and to piers where dozens of canoes were tied. Instead of a wooden fence, each deck was fortified with a latticework of bones, surmounted by fish skeletons painted blue, red and black. The houses looked like hunched beasts, constructed as they were from oiled seal fur stretched taunt over a framework of sticks and bones. The whole clanhold stank of overripe fish, wet animal, smoke, tar and dung.

Warriors spilled like termites out of the houses to confront the travelers. They were big men, nearly naked except for tattoos and a coating of seal fat that made their muscles shine like oiled leather. Kavio tensed and put his hand around the grip of his obsidian knife. This would be the first test of whether an enemy clan would respect the peace staff.

Svego held up the feathered stick, the Staff of Peace, as he approached the warriors. He jabbered with them for some time.

He returned to Kavio.

“We have leave to pass through their lands,” Svego said. “But we must be past their last totem before sunset.”

“How far?” asked Kavio. The morning was young, but he preferred to take no chances. He would not make a promise only to break it. A warrior’s word was his shield; his oath was his spear.

“Not far,” said Svago. “We can reach the next clanhold by afternoon, an ally of this one, a larger clan. They will host us overnight.”

Kavio informed the others. The peace party did break briefly to drink and rest by the river, but then shoved off the canoes and continued rowing under the climbing sun. The next clanhold was no farther than Svego had promised. About three times the size of the first they’d seen, this clanhold also boasted better fortifications. Though the clan had not built their settlement right on the water, they had contrived to bring the water to them. All the houses were clustered into one area, surrounded by a moat fed via a man-made channel from the river. Impressive as that was, the barrier around their hold amazed Kavio even more. He could have sworn the posts were rib bones, but each bone stood as tall as Rthan.

“What beast has bones so large?” Kavio asked Svego.

“Those little things?” Svego gestured dismissively. “Wait until you see the tribehold.”

Tavaedies in masks and robes completely covered in tiny shells danced out to greet them. This was a better welcome than warriors, and Kavio unclenched his fists. He hadn’t even realized how tense he had been until he released his worry. Nonetheless, he could not relax fully as long as he was in Blue Waters territory.

He counted the number of enemy Tavaedies, studied the fortifications of the hold, and made a mental inventory of his own people. Who knew which threat would be the greatest to his plans? Rthan walked beside Brena. Their hands almost touched though they refused to look at one another. Vultho was sulking. Definitely, he must expect more trouble there. Svego touched Gremo on the arm before leaving to talk to the new Tavaedies. Interesting. Gwenika was whispering something to Dindi, who looked around with eyes as wide as the sky. He felt a strange unease, as if Dindi might do something completely unexpected to upset all his plans.

That wasn’t fair. She took in everything, but she was quiet and obedient, as one expected of a handmaiden.

He pictured moving his pile of rocks across the floor, a little closer
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