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The wars of the Gallanti and Marthosi spanned so many years it was said the peoples 

of both races were more familiar with dying than living. The Last Battle itself raged 

for three days and the two forces were so evenly matched, that the final breath of each 

blue-clad Gallanti was matched by the expiration of a black-clad Marthosi.  

As the light of the third day dwindled, the fate of each side hung by a spindle 

thread, but what the Spiritus, Thariel, had gifted Tarkon, leant the Gallanti extra 

strength, keener swords, and sharper arrows, and in the end, the red-stained earth 

drank the blood of the great Marthosi leader Morien himself, and sent his followers 

fleeing in rage and dismay. 

Tarkon felt no gladness at Morien’s death, for Tarkon had lived his life through 

war, as had his forefathers, and what stretched before him now was not destruction, 

but the alien landscape of renewal. Now he perceived Thariel’s gift as a curse and that 

she had bewitched him with her violet eyes and night-black hair, with the narrow 

otherworldly design of her breasts and body, and had tricked him into a battle that had 

cost him everything. Thus it was with the Spiritus, who dabbled in the affairs of Men 

for their own wily ends. 

So, when she came to him, as besmirched with battle as he was, having fought no 

less bravely, he took the binding ring from his finger and, with bitter words, threw it 

at her feet. Then he spurred his silver stallion back to his city. Thariel said nothing. 

She slid from the bay mare that had served her so well, picked up the ring and wiped 

the mud from the emerette and silver, so the white stone shone clear again, but empty 

of her Spiritus light.  

 
 



Tarkon’s knight lingered, torn between his departed Lord and his Lord’s Lady, 

who he loved equally well, and Thariel passed him the ring, and closed his hand over 

it, so he couldn’t return the gift. 

‘In it lives my love for him,’ she said. ‘Keep it as a token of our friendship and in 

memory of me.’ 

The knight was in great distress, at his Lord’s anger and at the grim portent of 

Thariel’s words, and begged her to forgive Tarkon, who had spoken in the heat of 

battle and in the ache of loss, but Thariel bade him to join his Lord, to whom he was 

bound by love and loyalty and oath. 

When the knight had gone, Thariel sat for a long time, surveying all around her, as 

if she ate the world that would soon be memory. Then she took the harness from the 

mare, and with soft words, thanked her and bade her farewell. Her own feet she turned 

towards the forest, tossing her face-plate aside as she went, so that her hair fell loose 

to her waist, then she discarded her chest-armor, the sword and dagger, her bow and 

quiver.  

The trees closed in and she came at last to the lake Men call Menios, and stood for 

a while on its shore. An owl cried and a mouse shrieked, and all around her the souls 

of the newly dead jostled in their journey to the void. She stepped into the water and 

the new life inside her quivered. 

‘Fear not, little one,’ she whispered, in her own tongue. ‘We’re going home.’ 

*  *  * 

Aramid came often to the forest of his enemies, called by his father’s shade and the 

need for revenge. He brought no kinsmen with him, but came in a Marthosi cloak that 

took the night, riding a black horse with a leather bit and bridle, and buckles of dark 

bone. Nothing he wore caught light, or gave voice to betray him by sight or sound. 

He’d been a child when the Gallanti had riven his father Morien from brow to 

breast, when his father’s horse had returned wild-eyed and blood-streaked, and his 

mother had run, shrieking to the turrets, to plunge to her death on the stones below. 

Aramid moved restlessly. Beyond the trees and shadow-plain, the Gallanti city 

stood like an immense Spiritus cave, lit with a thousand lamps that stretched from its 

walls to its soaring summit. Tarkon lingered within its stone, half corpse it was said, 

 
 



unable to die. Aramid came to the forest so often the woodcutters no longer feared 

him, but greeted him as one stranger to another, telling him of the splendor of the 

stone palace, and of the King’s nephew, also named Tarkon, who loved to hunt in the 

forest by the lake. And so, Aramid waited in the forest by the lake, for the 

white-breasted hart and baying hounds, to bring his enemy’s heir within his reach. 

It had been a wait of bare-branch and snow, when birds fled south or died on stony 

ledges; of blossom and uncurling leaves; of days when night came slow to the land to 

force the stars to glimmer in skies of purple, and now as he waited, caught between 

autumn and winter again, withered leaves fell around him and whispered of the folly 

of his quest.  

Aramid chaffed his hands and turned away from the sparkling Gallanti city, back 

to the darkened lake. Stars hung above it like splintered ice, but nothing shone back. 

He walked its shore, comforted by its lack of reflections, a shadow-man, less 

substantial even than the memories of his mother’s songs.  

He halted where the growth of lady-fern gave way to globes of pale stone. A wind 

woke, sending a storm of yellow leaves from the surrounding trees, and the lake ate 

them without ripple or splash. It was close to the night’s midpoint, and he pulled his 

cloak close, and paced back, quickening his steps to repel the iciness that crept from 

the waters. The stones were as pale as the bones of the Marthosi dead, scattered 

between the city wall and the forest, without burial rite or pyre; without the passing of 

swords to sons. Even his mother they’d hidden from him, her raven hair spilling from 

beneath the bloodied sheet. He turned again and stopped, his own hair rising. There 

was someone there, where moments before they’d been no one. He unsheathed his 

sword. 

‘Speak stranger,’ he commanded, but the figure remained head bowed, as silent as 

the lake, and just as still. He went forward, till his sword point touched its chest, then 

it raised its water-drenched face. 

‘Spiritus,’ he whispered, and his sword point wavered. 

‘It is cold,’ she said, and wrapped her arms about herself. 

 
 



Aramid kept the sword between them, hand steady again. Her shivering was 

mortal, but she had no fear of him, and a maid under sword-threat would surely be 

upon her knees by now. ‘What do you do here?’  

‘My father is in the city,’ she said, her voice as clear as the ringing of bells, but 

small, as if captured by the trees. ‘I come to see him.’  

Her skin was white, her hair black like the lake, her eyes in shadow. ‘How is it 

you’re wet?’ She made no answer, just stood shivering before him, and he took off his 

cloak and wrapped it around her. He knew he was a fool and that, at any moment, 

Tarkon’s heir might come singing through the trees. 

‘Horse,’ she said suddenly.  

Aramid searched the darkness, but there was no sound, just the moon-owl’s cry. 

‘Where?’ he demanded. 

She stared past him, to where his own mount stood hidden. How was it she saw it 

when he, who knew it was there, saw nothing? This time, it was he who shivered.  

‘Can I see?’  She already moved into the trees and Aramid followed reluctantly.  

‘Not too close,’ he cautioned, for the stallion disliked strangers. She smiled, and 

murmured something, and the stallion snuffed at her hair.  

‘Who are you?’ demanded Aramid, and caught her arm. 

She turned, eyes luminous as the deeps, and caressed his cheek. ‘Be well my 

darling, be well my heart’s wish, love surrounds you.’ 

They were his mother’s words, sung as she’d rocked him to his sleep, and Aramid 

groaned as his chill world evaporated like mist from warmed stone, and life filled the 

dead places of his heart.  

A horn sounded, clear and bright in the star-spiked air. ‘What is it?’ she asked. 

Tarkon’s cursed heir! Aramid caught her hand and pulled her deeper into the trees. 

‘Come! Quick! Hide!’  

But she wrenched herself free and walked back towards the plain. ‘I want to see.’ 

‘No!’ he hissed, and went to call her name, but she had no name. The baying drew 

closer and the thunder of hoofs, and Aramid looked to where his own steed was, with 

his arrows and bow, and when he looked back, she had gone.  

 
 



If he killed Tarkon’s heir now, his knights would find and kill her and he 

hesitated, caught like water between freeze and thaw, and then with a despairing cry, 

plunged back into the trees. 

She stared over the plain towards the sparkling city and waited for the hunters. 

The hart appeared, flanks heaving, sweat-stained, and she extended her hand as if to 

caress it, and wished it safety as it bounded past.  Then the first of the horses emerged 

from the dark, wild-eyed, pawing the air as it sensed her. Its rider peered forward, his 

breath as quick as his steed’s, and another rider joined him. 

’Ware my Lord Tarkon! Stay back!’ 

‘From a maid?’  

The ground shook as the second rider jumped from his steed, sword leveled at her 

breast. ‘A maid, clad in a Marthosi cloak! What treachery is this? Speak or die!’ The 

sword flashed to her throat. 

‘Your manners, Knight Liwin,’ chided Tarkon. ‘It seems you’ve been too long 

without a woman’s gentle company.’ 

‘A woman in a Marthosi cloak, my Lord, and wet!’ He glanced towards the lake 

and made the sign against enchantment. 

‘Ah, a Marthosi assassin and a Spiritus as well. Perhaps I shan’t die of boredom 

after all.’ He urged his horse forward and the breath stilled in his throat. She was as 

fair as the marble statues that filled his uncle’s chambers. ‘What do you do here, 

maid?’ 

‘My father is in the city.’ 

‘Do you journey to him?’ 

‘He is ill.’ Her eyes captured and held the starlight 

‘I’ll take you to him.’ 

‘My Lord!’ the knight protested. ‘At least let her ride with me. The risk will be 

less.’ 

‘For whom?’ asked Tarkon ironically. ‘It’s long since these plains were hunted by 

other than herdsmen and gatherers.’ He took her wrist and pulled her onto the front of 

his saddle. ‘How is it you’re wet?’ 

‘I am cold.’ 

 
 



‘I don’t doubt you are. What’s your name?’ 

‘Aramid.’ 

‘A man’s name, Lord Tarkon, with a Marthosi taint,’ said the knight.  

‘Be at peace, Liwin, the world has more things in it than evil.’ He turned his steed 

towards the plain. 

‘Tarkon,’ she said softly, as they went. ‘I know that name.’  

‘I share it with my uncle the King.’ 

‘He is dying.’ 

‘No more than usual,’ said Tarkon dryly. ‘He cannot die and so, I cannot live.’ 

‘My Lord,’ protested Liwin again. 

‘Is it not true, my good knight? The King lingers and so do I. Only the grave will 

give him peace and me the kingship, but Death will not visit. It’s said that Thariel 

took it with her to the lake, and that’s why its waters are filled with murk.’ 

‘It is beautiful,’ said the girl. 

Tarkon’s gaze went to the city. ‘Many people believe that. In which part does your 

father dwell?’ 

‘Between the mountain and the sky.’ 

‘In the palace? What does he there?’ 

‘He waits.’ 

‘The palace is full of those who wait,’ said Tarkon. ‘Does your father wait upon 

the summoning bell, or upon the turning spit? Does he wait upon the wood-cutters to 

stoke the cooking fires, or upon the water carriers to fill the cauldrons?’ 

‘Upon the ring.’ 

‘Ah, the summoning bell. He labors in the kitchens then, but you’ve said he’s ill. 

Most likely he’s housed in the infirmary, where the older servers live out their days. 

They’re well cared for, my Uncle built it for those who survived the Last Battle, so 

perhaps some good came of that final blood-storm. But it’s not a place for such as 

you. I’ll find you more suitable rooms in the palace.’ 

 

She didn’t stay in the rooms he’d taken her to, despite their fineness. She waited only 

until the end of his last caress and he’d clothed himself again, before she followed 

 
 



him along the darkened marbled passageways. He neither heard her nor saw her, 

though she walked but a short way behind. His blood thrummed with her beauty and 

his head filled with bright images of himself upon the throne.  

When she came to the King’s rooms, she passed in, went to his bed, and stood 

there as silent as the Spiritus statues. His eyes were silver-blind, but he knew her, and 

knew she was there, and the ring was ready in his hand.  

‘Take it and let me die,’ he said hoarsely. 

‘The choice of life and death has always been yours,’ she said gently. 

Tears oozed from his blind eyes. ‘Thariel I loved, but she left me to this empty 

world.’ 

‘It was you who broke the binding.’ 

‘It was easier than dishonoring the shades of my warrior fathers. There was a price 

to pay for love.’ 

‘And one for hate.’ 

He drew a shuddering breath. ‘My choice was worse than hate: the endless 

grayness of the moment before dawn.’ 

‘Yet you made a beginning. You heal the sick; you care for the old.’ 

‘A beginning but not an ending.’ There was a long pause, and as the statues 

crowded closer, a small light woke, deep in the ring. ‘I will let Tarkon finish it,’ he 

said suddenly, his voice like the faintest peal of a bell. The ring pulsed, lighting his 

bony hand like sun through the branches of winter trees, then he sighed, a slow 

expiration that caressed the statues as it passed.  

*  *  * 

She released the mare on the edge of the trees, thanked her for bearing her over the 

plain, then stood for a moment and stared back to the city, clad in the golden haze of 

dawn. Then she turned her feet deeper into the forest towards the lake. The man with 

the black stallion had gone, warm now despite the loss of his cloak, and she smiled, 

knowing that within her, another beginning flickered.  

‘Fear not, little one,’ she whispered, in her own tongue. ‘We’re going home.’ 

 

*  *  * 
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