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The Unfinished Song

Book 3: Sacrifice

Episode 1: Banshee

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 first 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 emailing me: tara@taramayastales.com, or my publisher, editor@misquepress.com.

Episode 1

Banshee

Kavio is going to die.

The last night of the rushed and desperate journey back to Yellow Bear, Dindi awakened abruptly, mouth dry, sweat on her neck. A murky shape loomed over her, hanging from a tree branch over her sleeping mat, like a bat sleeping upside down in a cave.

Don’t scream.

The black shape unfurled bat wings to reveal a fae, a female with a pallid face, stubby snout and fangs. Long purple hair streamed behind her, and her gauzy dress sparkled amethyst like a broken geode.

You’re the only one who can help him. The bat-winged woman’s mouth didn’t move, but Dindi felt the voice slither into her mind. You’re the last one standing between him and Death.

Dindi stood up, shaking. A quick glance confirmed that everyone in the camp was asleep. Brena and Gwenika slept in the lean-to nearest her mat. Gremo and Svego shared the furs on the far side of the fire. There were more lean-tos and straw mats arranged around two other fire pits, where the refugees from Blue Waters, those who had been Shunned, slept. Some of them moaned and tossed on their blankets, but none were awake.

It was close to dawn; Kavio was supposed to be on watch, yet he was nowhere to be seen.

“Where is he?” whispered Dindi to the purple faery.

The faery cocked her head. Don’t scream...

She opened her mouth wide...wider...the lips peeled back so far that her whole face became an open mouth, a gaping chasm of fang and throat. She unleashed a scream.

Banshee!

The inhuman roar shook the earth and washed the landscape in so weird and brilliant a light the trees and rocks and earth itself became transparent, like loosely woven wisps of cloth, and Dindi saw, silhouetted black against the lucent shapes, a man standing on a high cliff over the river. He stepped over the edge and fell into darkness...

The illumination flashed like lightning, then the banshee closed her wings, and snapped the world back to night. But Dindi remembered where he had stood, and tore through the brambles and trees, running uphill, until she reached the spot, sick with the fear she could not make it in time to stop him from falling.

When she arrived, Kavio stood on the edge of the cliff, but he had not yet stepped over the ledge. An old woman hovered in front of him, floating in the air on gossamer wings. It was a High Faery, almost too bright to look upon, as if a sliver of the full moon had slid too close to the earth and might consume everything in cold fire. Her face was veiled, but her voice cut through the air like sharp ice. Dindi stumbled, and no matter how much she screamed at her feet to move, she was unable to drag herself closer. Her body would no longer answer her commands.

“You don’t deserve to live, Kavio,” the High Faery said. A cold, hushed voice, like a winter river.  “How many more people have to die because of you? Isn’t killing me, your own mother, enough for you?”

His own mother? The White Lady herself had come to berate her son?

Dindi was sure he could see and hear the faery, though he did not look at her. He stared down into the water, swirling in the palm of jagged rocks that thrust up from the river like grasping fingers.

“Wouldn’t it be better t o give up your life now, before you have to endure the humiliation of returning to your war chief stained with failure?” asked the veiled woman.

The bitch is egging him on. And of course the faery knew just where to dig. During the journey Kavio had said similar things. My life was forfeit from the time I failed in my quest for peace, he had told her bleakly. I have no right to return to Yellow Bear. I have an obligation to guide the rest of the peace party, and the Shunned we rescued, to safety. But once we are back in Yellow Bear territory...

“Won’t it be fun,” taunted the faery, “when your allies learn how you crawled like a pig on a leash before your cousin...how you howled like an infant when Rthan dangled you by your arms above the water.... You can still feel it, can’t you Kavio, how your arms burned and the water smothered you? You can still feel how cold it was, how very, very cold...”

Dindi wanted to slap the glow off her fae face.

She couldn’t walk in the presence of the faery, but, when she focused all her willpower, she forced her limbs to creep. The leaves rustled under her belly as she clawed closer to him.

“You should never have been born,” continued the faery, with icy loathing. “Your father knew as much. Why do you think he sought any road to be rid of you, for any cause he could claim, over the years? He would welcome the death of the spawn destined to kill its own mother. But you... are you such a monster that you want to kill me, Kavio? Why else would you fight to live, knowing it means I will die at your hand?”

“You aren’t my mother,” he said flatly. “Nice try, though.”

Infuriated, the faery flashed and shifted. Her veil turned into a hundred tiny snakes that reared up and hissed at him. Dindi glimpsed a terrible face. Blue skin.

“CURSE-BRINGER!” She hissed/roared at him with a hundred voices.

She disappeared in a burst of blue sparks that seared the air. Dindi had to duck her head against the light. Once the faery had vanished, however, Dindi found herself freed from paralysis.

“Kavio!” she shouted.

He did not move, except to clench his hands. She could see the tension ripple across the muscles in his broad back.

“Go back to camp, Dindi.” His words sounded flat, dark.

“No.” She scrambled out of the leaves, brushing off twigs as she went, took a huge step, tripped, and face-planted back into the leaves.

At the sound of her “oomph!” he did turn around, at last. He shook his head. She grinned sheepishly.

“You have a twig in your hair,” he said. He knelt down to pluck a stick out of her tangles. She was just glad to see him step away from the ledge. She grinned and grinned. He tried and failed to suppress his return smile.

“What are you doing here?”

“I heard you talking to someone,” she said. Her grin faded.

“It was nothing,” he said. “Just the Blue Lady toying with me.”

“That’s not nothing.”

“She’s no danger to me,” he said.

“Are you sure?”

Nameless emotions chased over his face. He cupped her cheek with his hand, briefly, a soft caress. Something cleared; his tension eased. He said firmly, “I’m sure. Let’s go back to camp.”

Kavio

The dawn of their last day on the journey home, they left their large canoe moored in the lake at the Dam upriver from the tribehold. The rest of the day, the party treaded the path beside the river. Kavio counted his people, repeatedly, head by head, as if re-counting could change who was missing, who was present.

Missing: Rthan, who had stayed in his homeland, to add his strength to the enemy when the war came.

Present: Brena, still brooding over her lost slave. They had shared a tent, Kavio suspected, though they had been so discreet he could not be certain.

Missing: Vultho, traitor and scoundrel and kin to Hertio. He had violated the truce by attacking an enemy clanhold, birth clan of Gremo’s father.

Present: Gremo, who had spent most of the journey in the shape of a giant sea bird, speeding them home far more swiftly than nature would have normally allowed. Gremo had shifted back to human form again for the trek overland.

Present: Svego, an Olani from Blue Waters, and, it turned out, one of the Shunned.

Present: Thirty more men, women and children who had been Shunned by the Blue Waters tribe, healed by Gwenika and Gremo, and now followed Kavio in the hopes of securing refuge in Yellow Bear.

Missing: the Peace between Yellow Bear and Blue Waters that Kavio had promised to bring back.

Present: the threat of War.

The strumming river, the drum of frog throats and flute warble of songbirds, the grass crunching under feet, he heard none of it. Words, like a roaring waterfall, tumbled through his mind, a rehearsal of the speech he would give to Hertio, War Chief of Yellow Bear. No matter how many times Kavio shaped the phrases, he couldn’t make them come out right.

He heard a softer step, hurrying to catch up. He turned around and saw rounded shoulders, hair swept back from a piquant face. She smelled like wildflowers and willowbark tea.

Present: Her.

Dindi glanced up at him from under her lashes and smiled. He wanted to shake her. How can you be so happy? Don’t you understand what’s going to happen? But he smiled back. His practice speech for Hertio popped like a bubble, clean out of his head.

Fa! He needed to remember what he planned to say. He glared at Dindi and deliberately quickened his pace. First, accept responsibility, welcome punishment. But demand, at the same time, the punishment of Vultho, whose violation had been treasonous as well as dishonorable. Even Hertio must see that, for all he would not want to be harsh with his kinsman.

Winter in Yellow Bear was a brown thing, not white. The autumn leaves that had fallen earlier in the year remained like crumbs on the ground with no snow to cover them. The grasses often caught fire. From his vantage, the elevated stretch of a hillock, Kavio noticed movement on the path further down the brown slope. A sept of men advanced toward them. They wore undyed buckskin legwals and there was no war paint on their chests, clad for the hunt, not for battle. Yet they jogged single file up the path, with no attempt to soften the loud thumps of their bare feet on the dirt. They carried spears, not bows. Thrano led them.

Kavio stopped, forcing those behind him to stop as well. He waited.

“Ho, Kavio,” Thrano called out once the two groups came within sight. He and the six men with him trotted until they were less than a stone’s throw from Kavio.

Kavio lifted his hand. “Thrano. What buck or boar has led you so far from the tribehold?”

“It’s not so far for swift feet or swifter tongues.” Thrano’s grin held no mirth.

So those at the Tors of Yellow Bear had already heard the rumors of the failed peace journey. Had Hertio sent Thrano ahead to tell Kavio not to bother to return? No. Thrano had not come with enough men to enforce such a message, and Kavio didn’t think Hertio would have sent it. Hertio had never believed peace would be possible to begin with. He would snicker, slap Kavio on the back, lean close, and, with breath that stank of beer and garlic, tell him he’d told him so.

“We are men out on a hunt,” Thrano said. He emphasized each word. “We did not expect to meet you, and we must be on our way.” He began to jog away, off the path, his men after him. Then he turned, as if in afterthought, to add, “If we are not back by nightfall, you can tell War Chief Vultho we were hunting near the Dam and may make camp there this night, but we will surely be back by tomorrow with meat for his Honoring Feast.”

Thrano and the hunters disappeared
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