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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 fourth 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 Four

River

Kavio

On his way to his own hidden practice place in the sequoia forest, Kavio glimpsed a solitary dancer, graceful and pale as new maize. Who was she, and why did she dance secluded and all alone, far from the kiva and tor?

He wove through the forest to spy on her, though he told himself he should not. Perhaps she had come to the woods to practice alone, as he had. The possibility intrigued him—who else besides he had no need of the guidance of the troop? Who else besides he would dare?

She must have had magic, for she was human and not fae. Humans without magic danced only to hex, and would be killed in turn, if caught. Yet never had he seen a style quite like hers. She wore no ritual costume—neither wooden mask, nor cornhusk cape—only white doeskin hemmed with a maze of rainbow beads. Her hair flew about her, unbraided and wild. Though her aura showed no light, he had the odd sense she shimmered with power that warmed the cool December wood with hint of hidden Mays.

She circled the stump of a fir tree, as if it were her partner in a fertility dance. He knew the dance of course—it was meant for two, not one.

Kavio debated himself. His mischief won.

He crept up behind her. Stealth he had honed in hunting and battle served him well, and the broad trunks of sequoias and pines provided ample cover. The dance soon called for her partner to lift her, and she leaned toward the tree stump. He made his move.

In rhythm with her sways, he placed his hands about her waist and lifted her into the spin, above his head and down again. She responded as if she had expected him, and followed his lead into the next exultant sequence, toss and twirl, shimmy and turn. Fancy footwork followed on, sweetly easy. In this sequence of the fertility dance, both partners faced forward, so he could not see her face. The top of her head just reached his chin. Her hair smelled of flowers.

They flowed together like partners who had practiced days in each other’s arms. She amazed him.

He dipped her back, and only then met her gaze.

“Dindi!” He choked on his dismay.

For Dindi to dance was taboo, so decreed the ancient ways. The law left him no choice.

He must kill her.

Thrum, thrum, thumpa-thrum, went the drums in the enclosure below. Kavio glanced down at the dancing ground along the riverbank. He took in the excellent view of the dancers, and also that the view was not reciprocal. Unwanted comprehension stole into his mind, but he fought it with a flurry of hypothetical excuses. He dropped Dindi’s arms.

“Kavio. Let me explain.”

“Explain what? What are you doing here? You’re really a Tavaedi? Or are you even a Zavaedi? You didn’t learn to dance that way by yourself. Why did you disguise yourself as an ordinary maiden?”

“I am an ordinary maiden.”

“Impossible. You must have passed the test. Your dancing...”

“I failed the test,” she blurted. “I failed the test, Kavio. No one knows I’m out here. No one knows I’ve been dancing.”

He stared at her. The drums growled and grunted in the urgent rhythms of the fertility dance, driving his thoughts down wrong roads. Dindi lifted her gaze to meet his as a doe might look at a drawn bow, distractingly vulnerable in all her terror and guilt and breathless defiance. While part of him wanted to hold her again, offer her safety and assurance, the rest of him struggled to comprehend her ludicrous confession. Ludicrous, because no one would dare copy the dances of the Tavaedies without permission, no one without the vilest of motives—or the strongest of allies. What were her motives? Who were her allies? Why did she have to look at him like that?

“Are you a hexer?” he asked. “Did you do this because you thought it would give you secret powers over your enemies?”

“Of course not!” What did she read in his face? A challenge, evidently. She squared her shoulders, defiance rallying over terror.  “I don’t expect you to believe me.” Her brave front cracked and her voice broke just a fraction. “I know you will turn me over to be stoned to death. I always knew what would happen if I were caught.”

“Then why did you do it, Dindi?” he whispered. “Is it worth your life . . . and your honor?”

She flinched at the last word.  “No! Yes. I don’t know. I had to dance.”

“To do what? Bring you what? Wealth, power, a lover?” He put his hands on her shoulders, though he resisted the conflicting urges to either comfort her with an embrace or to shake the answers out of her. “Were you blackmailed into performing a hex?”

“No!” She grimaced in frustration. “I wasn’t casting magic, why can’t you believe that? I have no magic, so how could I hex anyone? How could I harm anyone? Not for wealth, not for power, not for a lover. Just for me. Just for the joy of the dance itself!”

“That’s not a reason. Not to risk your life. You could live without dancing.”

“No. I couldn’t.”

“You—” he shook his head.

“I don’t expect you to understand.”

Her bleakness stabbed him.  Without knowing why, he touched her cheek, so soft, his fingers trailing the line of her jaw. If she’d had magic, he should have seen it in her aura. He could see any of the six Chromas, there was nothing she could hide from him. Yet he saw no wayward wisps of light around her, of any color. He’d always imagined those without magic to be content with their lot—they usually were the type to spurn the fae and the things they couldn’t see as worthless anyway. How would I feel if I were myself in every way, but had no Chromas to dance?

“What you did was an offense.”

“I know.” She glanced at his hand, resting on her arm. “I won’t run away, Kavio. I told you, I knew this might happen. I know...what to expect. I’m not afraid.” She swallowed a lump. “Maybe a little afraid.”

“Dindi ...” But what reassurance could he promise, when he had to be the spear which would destroy her? If only he had never seen her dancing alone, to the beat of the drums.

Drums, something about drums tugged at the back thoughts of his mind. They had stopped. Why?

Rthan

If ever a prisoner of war found an opportunity to escape, this would be it, Rthan reflected as Brena raced from the practice ground. Had she given no thought to the fact she’d left him in charge of the same Initiates he and his people had assaulted only a handful of weeks ago? Or that he was without other guards, in the woods far from the tors and close to the river? The wind sweeping the banks carried just a whiff of salt, a reminder of the sea he might never sail again.

Then he heard the Merfae. Their siren call was unmistakable. The voices cried his name. Rthan! Rthan! We have answered your call! Come to us, Rthan!

Pride leaped inside him. So his summoning of the Merfae the day before had not been in vain! They had come for him!

He took a step in the direction of the river. The Initiates parted for him, uncertain what he was doing.

You are in charge of the safety of the Initiates. Brena’s last words to him rang in his ears, a discordant counterpoint to the siren call of the Merfae. He hesitated. The longer he stood, debating what to do, the rowdier the Initiates grew. Several of the boys, led by the troublemaker Tamio, began a mock spear fight. He glanced at Brena’s daughter. The younger was, as usual, deflecting the taunts of her sister’s clique. Brena trusted you to keep your word not to try to escape in her daughters’ presence. He squared his shoulders, and turned his back on the fae.

“Back into positions,” he ordered the boys. “Tamio, that means you.”

“Fa!” Tamio swaggered forward a step. “You’re not our teacher. You’re our enemy. Why should we listen to you?”

The muscles across Rthan’s back tightened. Unfortunately, the lout had a point. If Rthan had really been a Zavaedi loyal to Yellow Bear, he could have enforced his authority at this moment graphically across Tamio’s jaw. He knew the pup couldn’t beat him in a dual. The pup knew it too—it made Rthan’s weak position all the more dangerous. Worse and worse, Tamio was exchanging what he no doubt imagined were subtle nods and gestures with his hangers-on, half a dozen other young men, who inched into a semi-circle around Rthan. They were armed; he was not. Tamio and the others kept up their heckling, trying to work up the nerve for the first blow. At some point, the Initiates who had been drumming let their drums fall silent; everyone was watching the confrontation, breathless.

Rthan stood still, taking it, fighting his own rising temper. Muck it all, these hooligans really think they can attack me and get away with it. And they can—if I fight back, even in self-defense, all Yellow Bear—including Brena—will assume I tried to escape, when in fact, I just sacrificed my chance to escape. I have to talk my way out of this one. Unfortunately, it was obvious Tamio and his gang had been planning this a long time. And talking had never been Rthan’s strong point.

Tamio rushed in for the first blow, but Rthan was already on the other side of him, whacking him in a move that flipped the boy upside down, flat on his back. The other hooligans didn’t like to see their leader humiliated. They attacked en masse, six on one.

Brena

Brena stumbled through dry leaves and brush down the hillside to the river. A huge golden shaggy bear stood on the shore, rearing up on hind feet. One leg still bled.

“Get on my back!” ordered the bear.

“Are you insane?” demanded Brena.

“Can you swim?” asked the bear.

“No, but what—”

The bear charged her and swatted her into the river. The current immediately swept her to the deep, fast center channel. Furious and frightened, Brena struggled to grab on to something to keep her head above water. Her fingers clutched fur. Bear fur. She had no choice but to clamber onto the back of the swimming bear.

She had no time to curse the faery beast, nor to demand a return to shore. The bear swam as only fae could, and the shore turned into a blur. The bear rushed up river, heading east. In just moments, they covered a distance that would have required two days journey by canoe.

From her vantage on the bear’s back, Brena could see weird snake-like creatures, glowing evil azure. One of the creatures noticed the bear and shrieked. In a moment, all of them dropped what they were doing and shared the shriek.

“Don’t look at them!” ordered the bear. “Jump!”

Brena leaped. Wet mud squished wetly under her feet. As soon as she broke contact with the bear, she could no longer see the Blue fae. But it was obvious they had thrown themselves into a headlong attack against the bear.

The great shaggy blonde bear stood on her back feet, taller than any human man, battling the invisible foes. Brena could hear their hisses and squelchy footfalls. Ferns on the ground flattened. Every nerve told her to run from the unseen terror. How could she help
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