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The Unfinished Song

Book 3: Sacrifice

Episode 6: Flood

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 sixth episode of the third novel, Sacrifice. Each week, a new episode will be available.

If you prefer to read the entire third novel, you can find Sacrifice (The Unfinished Song, Book 3) 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@taramayastales.com, or my publisher, editor@misquepress.com.

Episode Six

Flood

Brena

Brena watched the arrow soar into the blue sky, trace a gentle arc, and then dip back toward the earth, toward Kavio as he endured the flagellation of the Gauntlet. Beside Brena, the Golden Bear lay curled up in a ball.

Suddenly, Dindi ran into the middle of the Gauntlet. She flung herself in front of Kavio just as the arrow hit.

Brena fought the vertigo of shock. Dindi collapsed in Kavio’s arms.

But Brena had no time to deal with the tragedy. The Bear began to convulse. Golden light billowed around her, especially her leg. A snake of vile darkness shrieked and slithered away from her leg, only to be annihilated by the pulsating rays of light.

The Bear transformed into a tall, glorious woman. No trace of the wound remained.

The Golden Lady beamed at Brena.

“You have freed me from the Curse of Death! My Champion!”

Brena bowed her head. She could not share the Golden Lady’s triumph. If the faery lived, it meant Dindi had died. A girl whom Brena had always treated with secret scorn, a girl who had saved her daughter’s life, a girl who had never hurt anyone in her sad, young life. And now Brena had done her the final insult.

Brena knelt in the dirt, to pound the ground, to scrub her hands in dust and rub dust in her hair. Dirt felt clean by comparison with how she felt.

“Why did it have to be her?”

“You could have used the arrow to take the life of your neighbor in your clanhold. You could have used it to kill the enemy your people took as a slave. Instead, you chose to kill your friend, and that other human chose to die in his place. But why do you grieve? One life or another would have ended. I do not pretend to understand humans.”

Brena stood. Trembled. Shouted. “Get away from me!” Threw dirt at the bear. “I never want to see you again!”

“The lost swan has fallen,” said the bear. “But if it had not been her, it would have been the White Lady’s son. It had to be one or the other.”

The faery flew away without waiting for a response.

Kavio

Blood flooded everywhere.

Kavio sank to his knees, with Dindi collapsed in his arms, her chest pierced in the center, her white dress soaked to crimson. Her blood coated his hands and thighs, it smeared his chest and had sprayed his face; the viscous liquid felt like syrup, but tasted like iron.

“Healers! I need healers now!” a man screamed, in such agony it sounded demented. He realized the madman was himself. He kept shouting for healers, even though he knew there was no way she would survive a direct blow to the heart. No one could live after losing so much blood. No healer could save Dindi now.

He intended to try anyway.

The blood-soaked gauze of her blouse tore when he tugged it open. Beneath, her breasts swelled like gentle hills. She had some kind of amulet on, dark red now, like her dress, which he pushed aside to look for the wound.

There was no wound. Her breasts were round and firm, and the gentle dip between them bore no gaping hole. There was no sign any arrow had entered her chest.

But if Dindi had not been injured, where had the blood come from? Why did she lie pale and seemingly lifeless in his lap?

The black shaft had fallen harmlessly on the grass. The arrowhead was wedged into the amulet, which he saw now was the corncob doll.

Kavio held up the doll, fighting the knot in his stomach. Revulsion tingled down his back. The arrow had plunged into the doll’s ‘chest.’

Blood gushed from the doll.

He threw it away from him with a curse.

Several men jumped back. Only now did Kavio become aware of the bodies encircling him. The warriors had broken the Gauntlet formation to form a loose ring around him, and beyond that, the crowd who had been witnessing his humiliation now pressed close against the ring of guards, trying to catch a glimpse of the girl who had given her life for him.

Healer Tavaedies wedged their way into the ring of guards. Danumoro arrived first, followed by several others, and then Brena. She looked terrible.

“Dindi is not dead,” Kavio said. “The arrow hit her amulet.”

He pointed to the gruesome, uncanny thing. Not for all the gold in Yellow Bear would he touch it again, though the unnatural bleeding seemed to have stopped, finally.

Danumoru felt Dindi’s wrist. He confirmed what Kavio had already known.

“Her pulse is weak, but I feel it. But if the amulet blocked the lethal blow, why isn’t she breathing?”

Kavio looked again at the doll. The cord holding it around her neck had broken, yet a slender strand of gold still connected Dindi to the doll. When he reached to touch it, his fingers passed through the strand. It was magic, not physical.

“She’s caught in a Vision,” he said. “The doll died in her place, but she is connected to it, and so it is taking her down with it into the dark. We must break the chain.”

“How?”

“Follow my lead.”

He showed them where to stand and demonstrated the moves they needed to make. He was not unaware of the irony that he was doing exactly what Dindi had to save her friend Gwenika only a few days ago. She had learned her lessons too well, and it had come to this.

The rest of the crowd gave the healers room for their dance. Kavio kept an eye on the chain of light. It seemed to fatten, as if their efforts made it stronger instead of weaker, but then all at once it exploded.

Dindi gasped and sat up.

Instantly, Kavio knelt beside her and gathered her into his arms.

“How are you?”

She blinked at him wide-eyed. “I’m alive.”

Behind them, Kavio heard an evil chuckle.

“Perfect,” said War Chief Vultho. “That means you can now be executed for your crime.”

Dindi

Dindi struggled to stand up. Her head thrummed like the string on a bow. The crowd rustled around them. People whispered and pointed.

“Kavio is blameless,” said Dindi. “I learned on my own. In secret, and knowing it was forbidden, I watched the Tavaedies practice from afar, copied the tama and learned them.”

“The Tavaedies have already held your trial, girl,” sneered Vultho. “They decreed your death. Isn’t that right, Zavaedi Brena?

Brena bowed her head.

“There must be a new trial,” Kavio said. “One where Dindi is allowed to speak in her own defense!”

“No,” said Dindi. “No trial. I am guilty. I know what I have to do.”

“Dindi—”

“I demand my right to die on the Tor of the Stone Hedge!”

“What?” Brena frowned. Around them, the crowd buzzed with confusion.

“I’m sorry I broke the taboo,” Dindi announced to all the watchers. “I knew it was wrong from the start. I will not plead innocence. I will not shame my tribe and clan and family.” She notched up her chin. “Instead of a trial by human beings, I ask for the Trial of Light and Shadows. I ask to be left alone upon the Tor of the Stone Hedge for three nights, to dance in the faery ring and there meet my fate.”

“It is her right to demand that,” said Danumoro.

War Chief Vultho looked mystified but he shrugged. “Let her be eaten alive by the fae if she prefers. Or did you think the faeries would be content to just skip and play with you, little girl? The fae will come to dance with you all right, including some I’ll wager you’ve never met.”

He grinned at the prospect, but Dindi was not daunted.

“If I survive three days and three nights,” she said, “Then both I and any tainted by my crime,” she glanced sidelong at Kavio, though she did not name him, “will be declared fully exonerated?”

“Yes,” said Brena and Danumoro.

“Yes,” said Vultho, “but that has never happened. Good luck. I will have warriors escort you there this very night!”

“The girl deserves time to bid her kin and cohort farewell,” Brena said. “She may have seven days to prepare herself.”

“One day, seven days, the results will be the same,” said Vultho. “Kavio’s witch will die.”

Kavio

There was no longer any point hiding the fact that he knew Dindi, so Kavio wanted to escort Dindi back to the Tor of the Initiates. She refused; she kept fussing over the welts on his back, and pleaded with Danumoro and Brena to tie him down to heal him, if necessary. Finally, he gave in and promised he would let them help him, if Dindi would give him a moment to speak with her properly.

Warriors who were more loyal to him than to Vultho forced the curious onlookers to back away. Kavio walked with Dindi halfway up the steps to the chief’s compound, where his hut was, and the healers waited. The couple was still in sight of dozens of people, and Kavio was careful not to touch Dindi in any way that implied an intimate relationship. He did not mind acknowledging that he had been her teacher, but the idea that people would assume something more sordid irked him.

“Your request to dance on the Tor of the Stone Hedge was inspired,” he told Dindi. “It means I can still save you.”

“How?”

“I have six Chromas. I can dance in your place, and survive.”

She shook her head. “You don’t know that. Especially not when you’re injured.”

“I told you, it’s nothing. The warriors in the first part of the Gauntlet did not strike hard. Vultho’s supporters were grouped toward the end. And don’t forget, I heal fast. I will be fully recovered in seven days.”

“I didn’t ask to go to the Tor so you could stand in my place, Kavio.”

He wanted to take her hands in his and kiss her palms, but he did not. “Dindi, I am going to save your life, and I am going to marry you.”

“I won’t let you,” she said. “I know you are only saying this to me because you think I am going to die.”

“Over my dead body.”

“You deserve a woman who is your equal.”

“I want you.”

“For now.” She couldn’t look at him. “But for how long? You shine so brightly, and I shine not at all. How long could such a marriage last? Marriage is a life long dance, not a spin or two around the square.”

“You give me little credit, Dindi. If I gave you the pledge of devotion, I would not break it.”

“I know. Long after you outgrew me, you would remain bound to me, like an eagle caught in a pigeon snare.”

“You refuse me?” A terrible fear made him speak stiffly. “Is it because you feel you are not worthy...or because you don’t love me?”

“I refuse to tie you down because I do love you. To accept would be to betray you. What if your father had married the Corn Maiden? As much as she loved him, she was not the one destined to help him overthrow the Bone Whistler. If she had survived, she would have only been in his way.”

“You love me.” His whole face lit up. “Then nothing will stop me. I will bring you a bowl of fruit as a sign of my intentions. Don’t break it because you fear to take a chance on us. You were brave enough to die for me. Be brave enough to live with me. You will be my Corn Maiden and
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