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‡

IMPERIAL FAMILY

Markus Olen Todralan, imperator of the Icarthian Imperium

Aiyana Mayala Todralan, daughter of Markus Olen and heir to the throne

Sarscha Todralan, eldest daughter of Markus Olen, and imperial marshal

Olen Quintus Todralan, former imperator (deceased), and Markus Olen’s father

Mayala Lyn Todralan, Markus Olen’s wife, died giving birth
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SEATS IN CONCLAVE

Todralan, the throne, which equals ten seats

Avitus, ten seats

Aidarius, six seats

Augustus, seven seats

Cipius, four seats

Tystrus, eight seats

Brutus, three seats

Shivar, one seat

Saelos, one seat

(Fifty seats make up the patriarchal class, one hundred and fifty the minorum class)
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VIRALS

Threadfin Todder, an exile and thief in the borderland city of Lame

Tezcat Licolo, a viral teenager and companion of Threadfin 
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EXEMPLARS

Canaan Pen Luthus, high exemplar and imperial bodyguard

Niyala, second in command to Pen Luthus

Altus, formerly a captain in the Actaeon Guard

Berg, formerly a captain in the Actaeon Guard
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IMPERIAL LEGIONS - ACTAEON GUARD

Begnar, a legion marshal

Pontus, a legion marshal

Acart, a paladin of the Church

Julius, a paladin of the Church

Ralan, a paladin of the Church

Wyn Rollic, a captain serving under Sarscha Todralan

Turol, a captain of the Actaeon Guard
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IMPERIAL CONCLAVE

Liviana Avitus, Markus Olen’s mistress, a conclavist, and a paladin of the Church

Davard Tystrus, a very large and sweaty man

Rylana Cipius, a childhood friend of Aiyana Todralan

Markus Cipius, Rylana’s brother and a paladin of the Church

Polius Augustus, a sometimes-vocal critic of Liviana Avitus

Lucius Aidarius, a friend, and confidant of Polius

Cicero Augustus, Polius Augustus’ father

Eadricus Brutus, a paladin of the Church

Eadan & Markus Brutus, Eadricus’ brothers

Ornias Saelos, opponent of Liviana Avitus
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AIDARI

Scatter, leader of a group of Aidari

Zane, a rival leader

Wither, a scout, who often appears to vanish, nicknamed the Wraith by Threadfin Todder

River, a young woman

Lorn, a confrontational and smart-mouthed young woman

Raze, a young man

Slither, a young man

Tinder, a young man
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NEPHILIM CLANS

Rephaim, nicknamed the Dead Ones these are the biggest and have flightless wings

Anakim, second largest clan after the Rephaim they are said to have long necks.

Avim, most unusual of the Nephilim with long double-jointed limbs and pale skin

Emim, primarily warg-handlers they also function as sappers

Zuzim, imperial records have no current information on this clan

Horites, most peaceful and reclusive of the clans, they are guardians of the fabled Shathra Stone

Horim, believed to be the smallest of the Nephilim reaching only seven feet in height
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OTHERS

Rasnal Nalrost, a High Mage long since dead (non-Viral)

Cathya Shivar, Darken to Aiyana Todralan 

Crawl, a prime in the city of Lame

Podral Pole, a thief, and a guardian to Threadfin Todder

Ludwole Felps, an ex-legionary and a guardian to Threadfin Todder

Gog of Magog, a Nephilim prince and leader of the invasion of Adalalcas

Desool, a Nephilim Imp, possibly Rephaim, in the city of Byrsa

Gurg, a Raddhonar and a strong-arm serving the exemplars

Nipper, a mongrel scribe serving Aiyana Todralan

Shakti, a healer and witch, possibly associated with the Aidari

Sprog, a mongrel and companion of Tezcat Licolo
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‘THOUGHT AND EXISTENCE are one. To think, one must first exist. For something to exist there must first be a mind to think upon it.’

—High Mage Rasnal Nalrost c. 90BI

Excerpted from The First Book Extant, Grimoire
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​1 Reflections are Dangerous Things
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Year 923YC, in the Year of the Church

HIDDEN IN SHADOW, a viral watched two breathers dump a body into the canal. He fiddled with a lump of silver at his neck, waiting for them to leave.

Vespers had ended. Acolytes in white woollens scurried away in the late-autumn moonlight. Threadfin Todder stepped away from the church wall and crossed the cold earth towards the canal docks, adjusting his long borderlands coat. In this city, no one with a brain wore imperial garb, not if they didn’t want to end up a floating corpse. It was the clothing of tradition and oppression.

He paused by a gutter, still in the shadow of the church. Lightweight, the crossbow took seconds to load with a self-cocking lever. His other weapon was a curved iron blade, which was a poor imitation of a Nephilim scarap, strapped to his leg. He touched its cold handle before moving on through the frozen mulch and litter that was Lame City.

He sidestepped slush-rimmed puddles that had frozen over. Reflections were dangerous things and anything could be watching.

The building he sought was four stories high, grey brick paled by a gibbous moon, and squatting close to the water. Disused warehouses lined the dark flow of the canal, which was dotted with rotting barges.

He never was one to let opportunity slip by and was soon yanking at a dead woman’s fingers, prying loose those gaudy rings. The fact the corpse was still twitching didn’t stop him. He grinned on sight of the spring-powered clock in the style of a pendant. Lost knowledge those and priceless too. He shook it and heard ticking. Old Atlantian. He’d pried one open once. A complicated mechanism, though it had quit working once he’d fiddled with it.

Should keep those two bastards happy, he thought. He’d hauled her out of the water easy enough since they hadn’t weighted the body. Made him wonder if they’d been amateurs, or maybe they hadn’t cared. Only the most powerful ignored loot this good. Didn’t even try making it look a mugging and why bother? None cared. This was the Muck. Grim-blinded breathers got what they deserved anyhow.

‘Quit squirming, ya daft dead doxy.’ He placed his leather boot against her skull and made a show of it. Why a corpse would still want to be up and at ’em might’ve bothered other folk, but not Threadfin Todder.

Pity the other hand was missing fingers. She looked like the type who wore too many rings. He scanned about for sign of three lumps of flesh, carrying weight, wriggling across the earth. 

Her undamaged hand reached for his face, but he slapped it down. The one time a woman wanted to go funny on him and she was fish bait. He was no catch with his skeletal face, blotchy grey skin, and ridged forehead, but he wasn’t that desperate. Of course, he knew what was happening. Now he enjoyed a joke as much as the next undeader, but she was taking it too far.

He freed the last of the rings, then a silver crucifix from around her neck followed. Never have too many of those. He kicked the corpse off him and stepped away, tired of the game. 

‘Alright,’ he called out. ‘Enough, come on out.’ Standing side-on, he aimed the crossbow, arm outstretched as he sighted along its length. One could never be too careful in Lame.

The woman’s arms kept flailing like some possessed rag doll the rich used to import from Atlantis before it went and disappeared.

‘I know it’s you. Game’s up.’

Giggles erupted from the shadow of a doorway. Out stepped a girl of seventeen, or thereabouts. A scrawny creature with tufts of blonde hair and a face smeared with dirt, her skin had a greenish tinge. Tezcat Licolo wore rags like all Muckers under a dirty blue coat she’d traded for. He relaxed, lowering the weapon.

As far as he knew they were the last two. 

He didn’t depend on anything but a blade, which he wasn’t very good with, or the small one-handed crossbow, which wasn’t very effective. Truth be told, which he didn’t always do, he’d fired the crossbow once, at a rat. The rat had survived.

Tezcat, on the other hand, didn’t need weapons. She was stronger than any he’d heard of, but it made her a target for those who noticed such things. He’d taken it upon himself to make certain none did. Breathers hated the undead despite the fact few living had met one.

The deceased woman flopped onto her belly and tried shoving herself up. Threadfin stifled a laugh. It looked like she was doing exercises. Was a bit late to be worrying about her health. A chuckle escaped him before he could stop. No, best not encourage her. It was for her own good.

He tried keeping his tone serious. The smile kept slipping back. The girl was talented. ‘Enough already.’

‘Doesn’t you want to kiss your, girlfriend?’ She skipped towards him, and waving her arms, made the corpse dance on its knees. The woman’s head tossed back and forth, the neck bones creaking as the swollen lips puckered up.

‘Not unless I want to bring up last month’s guck.’ 

Tezcat frowned as she dropped her arms. The corpse fell flat with a wet thump. ‘You know, you used be fun afore.’ She fidgeted with her fingers, rubbing at her dirty smooth skin. Still young, her body hadn’t decayed much. ‘Does you never think of me ... you know, like a sister?’

‘I already have a sister.’ What brought this on? Anyway, his sister was far away and well rid of him. In the whole wide terrible world, it was all that mattered.

‘Yeah, but she’s a breather, and she don’t takes care o’ you. Not like I does. Not no more. She don’t understands you, not like me, and I is here. She’s never here.’

He was rifling through the woman’s clothes again, in case he’d missed something, but paused to give her a stern look. ‘No one cared for me better. Not her fault she can’t be here.’ Was her fault he was stuck in Lame, but she’d had her reasons. Good ones no doubt. ‘Besides, you often disappear. Sometimes I can’t find you for days. Anyhow, I don’t see why you’re getting all upset.’

‘I’m angry at her.’

‘How can you be mad at someone you’ve never met? I’ve told you next to nothing about her.’

She grimaced, and then held out an object in her hand. ‘Look, I gots you a present. Bet she never gots you presents?’

He stopped what he was doing and stared at the leather bag she had produced from somewhere within her blue borderlands coat. It had a wooden stopper in a narrow, wrinkled neck. ‘You told me,’ she said, ‘you know, that you has a problem. Wasn’t easy getting hold o’ it but I was tolds it would work. Cost me forty scrips too. Don’t looks at me like that. I has enough hidden. Got it, you know, from a breather what don’t ask questions.’

‘What is it?’

‘They don’t like it. It’s called ...um ... paper, or no wait, peppermint oil. It came in on them ships in Paldan, I think. They gots all sorts o’ weird stuff. You wants a lemon?’ She dug one out of her coat, offering it.

Eyeing the offensive yellow lump, he shook his head. Damn infestation was getting out of hand. He’d already gotten a salt bath to dry him out using the last of the natron weeks ago. ‘Thanks, but what do I do with it?’

‘Try rubbing it on or drinks it. I dunno, maybe both. Oh,’ she added, digging into her other pockets, ‘I gots what else you asked for too.’ She handed him a blue clay pot. This one contained natron from the dry lake beds of Valtar. ‘Cost doubles from last time.’

It was getting harder to acquire such items without raising suspicions. ‘You get enough for yourself?’ 

She nodded. ‘We used do stuffs together, ’member?’

‘Not sure I do,’ he said, busy stuffing the jar and leather bag into his own pockets along with the loot. There was nothing left on the corpse worth a bother. 

‘Don’t lie. You does ’member. We freaked them poshers at Paladin Fervent’s party with them dead moggies. Never heard as much screechin’ and squawkin’ and those was the guests. That moggy with no eyes were priceless.’ 

Threadfin paused a second time, and gave the girl a longer look. Underneath all the dirt her skin was pale despite its olive cast. Her hands and lips had a bluish touch. In many ways, they were kin, both despised and cast aside. ‘I guess,’ he said, ‘I do kind of think of you like a sister, sort of.’

She gave him a big smile. ‘You ’member we gaves them acolytes humongous boils on their bums that time?’ She erupted in laughter. ‘Thought they’d ... they’d caught a form o’ plague. None o’ them coulds sit for a week, and ’member that old paladin wearin’ a mask shooing them half naked out o’ the church with a brush?’ She was gripping her sides now in hysterics. ‘They was, they was runnin’ ... clutchin’ theirs white ...’

He fought the urge to join her. Yes, it had been a good night. ‘Times have gotten dangerous, Cat. Exemplars have been nosing about, and there’ve been murders. Talk of open rebellion has been growing. You know what breathers are like. Told you before, you shouldn’t display your magic. What if someone saw, eh? They might take you for a viral, and then what?’

‘I is a viral.’ 

‘Yes, but they don’t know that.’

She shrugged. ‘Tis you what needs watchin’ after. I mean, what woulds you do without me?’ She grabbed his emaciated forearm and gave it a tight squeeze, grinning. ‘I’s your guardian angel, me. Saved you from hurt three times now, hasn’t I?’

‘No need to keep a tab,’ he muttered. ‘Anyhow, that third time doesn’t count. Was you who put me in that position in the first place.’ 

He spotted a shadow detach from the wall nearby. Shoving Tezcat behind him, he grabbed his crossbow from where he’d set it on the ground. At this range, he would kill his target without question. Well, fine, no point kidding myself. Perhaps not kill whoever it was, but seriously wound. It was a small crossbow, after all, one of two in existence. What if I shoot whoever it is in the face? Yeah, that might work. If he could aim straight.

‘Threads,’ cried Tezcat, ‘no!’ She rushed to place herself in his way, waving her arms. ‘He’s a friend.’

Two feet in height, the shadow materialised into a cloaked figure holding a rotten branch like a staff. It emitted a series of growls as it hobbled towards them. Nothing of its features was visible.

Threadfin took a step back from them both. He kept the weapon aimed at the creature’s head while at the same time clutching the lumpy crucifix at his neck. ‘What are you doing with one of those?’

She glanced down at the creature, which was hugging her right leg. ‘Tis just a mongrel.’

‘I know what it is. What are you doing with one?’

‘I like him.’

‘Listen,’ he said, taking a moment to calm himself. ‘You know they’re not liked around here. Damn pests eat all the food, not that nobody’s got much.’

‘But you don’t cares ’bout breathers? Why you cares what they eat?’

‘They give us a bad name, well, a worse one then what we already got. You know there’s fools think we and mongrels are all the one.’ 

‘You mean they gives you a bad name. I doesn’t gots a name. There’s no other undeaders about here I’ve never seen but us.’

‘That’s aside the point, Cat. They finger anything they get their claws on. It’ll rob you blind soon as you turn your back.’

‘They is nothin’ but tall tales and you knows it. I heard they’s good with words and stuff. Capital uses them as scribblers and so does them Church paladins. Bet he’s smarter than you. Not his fault he’s down on his luck.’

‘The word is, scribes.’ 

‘What I said weren’t it, scribblers.’

‘Look, Cat, people around here don’t like paladins. They hoard all the money and everyone else gets nothing. It means folk don’t like anyone who works for them. Breathers take notice of your friend, and they might just notice you. Besides, you don’t know where it’s been.’

‘Don’t knows where you been, but that don’t bothers me. And I doesn’t see how he’s different from any o’ us.’ She’d folded her arms, a scowl on her face. He knew the look well. His sister had worn the same when being just as grolg-headed. It was the way of women, living or undead. ‘What’s your problem, anyways?’ she huffed. ‘Since when you cares what breathers think? We steal too, doesn’t we?’

‘We don’t have much choice.’ At least, I don’t.

‘Neithers does he.’

‘We take from those who got it at least, and then most often when they’re cold and stiff.’

‘You’re colds and stiff.’

The creature uttered a growl and stamped its staff as though cursing him with a spell. Probably was. He took a few extra steps back. He still hadn’t lowered the crossbow, ready to shoot if it turned on her. None knew what mongrels did, nor much of anything about them. They appeared to understand human language but none, living or undead, knew theirs. That they were intelligent and crafty was enough for him. His sister’s mongrel had been just as bad.

She bent down and whispered to it. It turned about and hobbled into the shadows, and then he lowered the weapon. ‘Found it hurts a few weeks back. Twas dying, Threads. I think mayhap Sprog feels he owes me.’

‘You named it, Sprog?’

She stepped closer to gawk at the loot remaining in his hands. ‘Nothin’ good?’

‘Here,’ he said, passing her the ring with a fat red stone. ‘Trade this, but be careful where and to who, and keep it away from the mongrel.’

‘Paladin Ralan comes once a month lookin’ about. Stupid do-gooder’s rubbish for the Church, I guess. Boughts a silver locket off me once and a necklace I filched from the Glut. Looks at me all weird like he knows stuff, but he pays good.’ 

‘Be careful of him. A breather like that could turn, and don’t settle just because you’re hungry, you hear? You won’t get full value, but worth least a hundred scrips this. Hold out for seventy.’ 

Virals ate sea grasses mostly, sometimes molluscs and fish too. Something in seafood helped keep the rot at bay, not that he knew what it was. Lame, however, wasn’t near the sea and kale was getting expensive. Buying it at all was risky. There were folks who knew about their needs, not many, but some. The exemplars certainly knew. Viral children needed to eat kale daily, grinding it into a mush with other seafood to make what he’d taken to calling, guck. At Tezcat’s age, she needed it four times a week and Threadfin stole what he could.

She examined the ring in the dying light. ‘What’s got you robbin’ the deads, anyhow? Nots seen you doin’ that in years. Thought you was movin’ up in the world, like you always gobs about?’

‘I have commitments, and Crawl’s blackened my name. You know, since the, uh, outbreak.’

She slipped the ring safe within her coat. ‘I didn’t do nothin’, I didn’t.’ 

He gave her a hard stare until she looked at her feet. ‘You’re a special one.’ He touched her cheek. ‘Don’t worry about it. It’s going to be okay. He’s forgotten about it by now I expect.’ Not bloody likely. ‘I’ll find a way out for the two of us.’

‘Three o’ us.’

‘Eh?’

‘Sprog, he’s coming too.’ 

Threadfin groaned. 

‘When we going? Where? Soon? Can we goes south? I always dreamt o’ seeing the Gulley. Nevers saw a wall that tall afore. We’ll see giants, I bet. I heard they’s got wings, right? Can they fly? I bet they can’t, but then whats they gots wings for? You never saw a giant? Hey, you listening?’

Muttering under his breath, he then said, ‘Well, as to all of that, I got word from Crawl an hour ago.’

‘Don’t goes back,’ she begged in a soft voice. ‘I doesn’t trust him. He’s nots who he says, I bet.  I always had a feelin’ about him. You don’t needs him, anyhows. We done fine by ours own. Let’s just go.’

He tried his, no nonsense, I mean business, face. ‘This has nothing to do with you, understand? I’m just telling you out of courtesy, case anything happens.’ He softened his tone a little. ‘Look, I don’t have much say in all this. If I did, I wouldn’t be here in the first place. It’ll be okay.’

‘Who’ll watch yours back?’ she whispered, looking crestfallen.

‘Promise me you’ll stay out of the way this time. I don’t need a bodyguard.’

‘I’s not a bodyguard,’ she whispered. ‘I is yours guardian angel.’ She turned and walked away.

The rogue had no one else. Not that he was much, but he feared for her. Last time was too close for comfort. The prime had been a bit upset about it. He hadn’t found a safe way to help her escape yet, but he would.

He glanced back at the woman’s corpse and saw it move. ‘Cat, you still messing about back there?’ He took a few steps away and searched for sign of the girl. No, she was gone. He turned back to study the corpse. The woman’s body was still again. Was he imagining it? He stepped closer, wary. The body was motionless, but within the half-frozen puddle she lay in, her reflection wasn’t. Too late, he failed to avert his gaze.

The reflection’s eyes opened and sought him out. It tried to speak, hands reaching for him from the water, seeking his help. The reflection, however, wasn’t of the cadaver at his feet. 

It was of his sister, Aiyana.

Within the puddle, polluted by blood and mud, he saw a gigantic creature cloaked in flame, clawed hand reaching towards her. He could tell its size from what was around it. Perhaps twelve feet tall, the dark giant stood within the shattered walls of a city. Bodies lay in piles at its feet. Aiyana turned to face it, standing her ground resolute and stubborn as always. Beside her, another figure formed, blurry, though it looked feminine. The figure stabbed his sister through the chest with a shining blade. Threadfin cried out.

The vision faded, coalescing into another, this of a dark-skinned woman he didn’t know. She gestured at him, urgent, before the vision melted away.

Threadfin forced his gaze from the water. You should know better, he chided himself. Reflections were dangerous things. Turning, he fled from the docks into an alley and out onto the dark streets of Lame.
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THREADFIN DIDN’T KNOCK, just shoved the door open. He tried not thinking about the vision. She doesn’t need me, he thought. She made it very clear. His useless so-called talent couldn’t help anyhow. He had no fighting skills and besides which, he was two thousand miles away.

No guards as he entered, his boots thudding on the splintered wood. Was the taproom of The Willow Wand. Once a disreputable tavern and brothel, it straddled the Muck and Glut, squatting between a blacksmith’s forge and sydarag stables. The pounding ring of iron echoed through the grave quiet of the tavern. Most cities had a district or quarter named the Muck or Glut, no matter what the official name was. Simple and uncomplicated and the way he liked it.

A pity his existence wasn’t. Folks who knew him suggested he was a boil on the arses of the rich. He did like that one. Others, said he was a scoundrel or a thief, not worth spit. Then, there were the handful who held to the rumour he didn’t like, that he’d been born dead from a plague birth. Rumours like that could see someone hurt. They whispered it in dingy alleys or tar-licked taverns between slurps of ale, in stories meant to scare children abed.

Plagueborn, he thought, digging a maggot out of his neck with his fingernails. The fools believed what they heard at the pulpit, convinced by all the self-righteous slop served to them by the paladins. He flicked the maggot away, sought another. He crossed the wide room to the bar counter. The tavern wasn’t used as such now, the previous owners gone. They’d dragged a copper brazier inside, the smouldering coals giving off more smoke than heat. The hearth set in the left wall was unusable since that side of the tavern had subsided, the wall fissured. The wide brazier stood close to a blackened granite pillar while tables and chairs lay upended, most smashed to feed the flames. A lingering stink of ale soaked into the wooden floorboards combined with a stench of smoke and sweat.

The prime sat behind the bar on a stool in a sleeveless leather vest. Sores encrusted his pale-skinned flabby arms, a few weeping, others red and bulging. His greying hair was dirty with much of it hiding his face. Coal black eyes peered out beneath a wide jutting brow. His face was slick with sweat, large dark patches spreading from the armpits of his tunic. Threadfin was certain the man was descended from a Nephilim; he had to be with that face. Seventh generation, maybe eighth? He wasn’t a tall man though he was fat. Ninth, then.

‘Fin’, the prime croaked, swiping at his face with a wet rag.

‘Good to see you, Crawl,’ Threadfin muttered as he approached the crime boss. ‘You’re looking ... ah, vibrant. The healing cream I got for you working, eh? Felt bad about it, by the way. You’ve no idea; couldn’t sleep a wink, tossing and turning. A few nightmares too.’ The vision replayed in his mind but he forced it away. He was useless, pathetic. Besides, she didn’t want his help.

‘Hah!’ The older man spat pips into a clay bowl. ‘That’s good, good, seeing how your kind doesn’t need sleep and all.’ He was sucking on lemons, and held up an oversized browning wedge.

That wasn’t quite true, but there was no point arguing. ‘Ah, no, thanks, but don’t mind me. You suck away.’

Crawl’s jowls quivered as he laughed. ‘Fin’, you know you’re my favourite.’

‘Ah, no, I didn’t know that. Thought ol’ Roper had the honour. He—’ 

‘Roper’s dead.’

‘Oh, I see.’ He’d liked Roper. Kept to himself and did his bit, but they’d worked together a few times. Straight up was Roper. Not a bad sort he supposed, for one of the living.

‘Nasty business; rather not talk about it.’

‘Ah,’ said Threadfin, rubbing his lacerated palms on his dirty borderlands coat, ‘you see I didn’t know I was next in line.’

‘What are you going on about?’

‘Well, apart from Roper, you never seemed to like anyone.’

‘You’ve been promoted. That’s why, right now, you’re not dead.’

‘I’m, ah, undead. You know, half dead, scourge of the earth, harbinger of doom, my kind.’

‘Good, good. You know, promotions don’t always last. You’re up and walking about, aren’t you? I can fix that. Purges did for the rest of your lot, didn’t they?’

‘Ah, you know, I might’ve read about it. Dull book, no drawings. You know, I think I’ll have a bit of that.’ He reached for a wedge of lemon, hoping for a way to distract Crawl from such thinking. He sucked on the bitter flesh, wincing at the burn on his lips. He felt his face shrivel as the full taste struck home. He fought the urge to spit it out. How did Tezcat even stand them? Well, best be polite and all. He tossed the rind away with a nervous flick and wondered if he’d be able to speak again. His mouth felt as though it had shrivelled to nothing. Hell’s Teeth, but I hate lemons.

‘Tis a balance, you see,’ said Crawl, spitting pips. ‘Knowing which ones should live and which should not. I like balance. You understand balance, Fin?’ 

There was a movement of shadows beyond the light of the brazier, from a stair in the corner. A moment later, a powerful hand touched his shoulder, another tugging the crossbow and curved dagger free. They even took the bolts. Thank the Spectrum above he’d hid his loot before coming. Those other two wouldn’t have appreciated his returning empty handed.

A sore burst on Crawl’s left cheek, spraying pus. The lemons must’ve been having an effect. ‘Weren’t planning to shoot me now, were you Fin? Not friendly, no not at all.’

‘Ah, um,’ he managed to say, working the taste out of his mouth, ‘I hear you’ve a job going?’ Either there’s work or they plan to terminate my ... his sister’s face, interrupted his thoughts. He stomped on the image. I can’t help her. Hell’s Teeth, she told me she didn’t need me. Fair near screamed it at him.

The guard – Threadfin started upon noticing the hooded man’s huge size – handed the crossbow to the prime, who examined it. ‘Worth a bit is this, I’d wager,’ said Crawl. ‘Atlantian work, isn’t it? Light and compact if not very powerful. Need to be up close and personal to kill. An early example, I’ve no doubt. What they call a prototype I believe. Yes, I can see its potential. You know, I heard once they made a Fire Stick. A big long metal tube it was. I even got to see drawings. Never learned what it did. Worst thing could’ve happened that island vanishing. All them contraptions of theirs lost for all time, enough to make an old man weep.’

‘Ah, the job ...?’

‘Where was I now?’ continued Crawl, wiping his large forehead. ‘Oh yes, they disappoint me, you see. I give them a job, from the endless goodness of my heart, and they botch it. I don’t get any scrips. I do get a whole lot of grief. I don’t like grief. You like grief, Fin?’

‘Ah, well, see ...’

‘Roper died from grief. Terrible business it was.’

Now what was that supposed to mean? ‘Okay, I see you’re angry with me. Just wait a sec, and I, ah, I can explain all—’

‘Ten paladins have the pox, Fin. Not one, not three, not even five. Could’ve lived with five, could’ve handled five, could’ve explained five. Ten. There were only eleven in the city to begin with. Two months and it hasn’t cleared up, three of the bastards at Grim’s gate, not that anyone will miss them.’ 

Breathers. They could all choke, burn, or whatever was quickest. What did he care if they were ill?

‘Worse, tis spreading from the Glut out here to the Muck.’ Crawl scratched at another sore on his nose. ‘Yet, while you were achieving that, you failed to complete the job I sent you for.’

Threadfin found himself staring at the sore on Crawl’s nose, though it disgusted and horrified him. It took every ounce of strength to pull his gaze away. ‘Uh huh,’ he muttered. ‘Well, was just one of those things. You know how it is. Slip ups happen, and it all bursts apart.’ It was a real effort not to wait for the boil to pop. Looked like it would ... any second now.

‘Our mutual benefactor wants your head to adorn his mantel, for parties and such. A nice mantle, all red-veined marble. You know, the good stuff. I like a nice bit of marble. Now, I’ve faith in you and I told him that. This job will set all to rights. You will leave the brat behind this time. I warned you about her. She’s a dangerous one, and ought be put down. Tried catchin’ the bitch myself, but she’s a sly one.’

His eyes met Crawl’s then, his nervousness dissolving in an instant. ‘I’m warning you, don’t speak of her that way.’

‘Hah,’ barked the old crook, slapping the bar and popping sores on his hide with the effort, except the one on his nose. It was like an itch Threadfin couldn’t reach. ‘Backbone, yes, that’s what I want from you. Good, good, as long as you don’t take it too far.’ He paused, tossed a rind away and placed Threadfin’s curved dagger atop of the bar, leaning forwards. ‘Listen to me, Todder. I know you’re fond of the girl. Fine, fine, that’s your business, but you will leave her behind. Don’t think me a fool.’

Just leave her behind, he thought. Easier said than done. ‘Already sorted, knew your mind on this. I told her off. She’ll not bother us again.’ Maybe he could make this last job work. Collect enough scrips and get them both out. It would cost a lot to get out under Crawl’s nose and keep them from the clutches of the exemplars, not to mention his two guardians. He would have to deal with those two. He could use Tezcat’s talent to create a big distraction. Burn half the city down, too.

‘This goes wrong and it won’t be me you need worry about. We Muckers mean nothing to them, but your kind mean less. Officially, your lot’s all exterminated. I like that, all official and on parchment. Makes employing you easier. But remember, those redcloaks need just one excuse. You know who holds them back, but do you know why?’

Threadfin shrugged.

‘Because you’re useful, and maybe he’s a soft spot for you. Do as you’re told, do all the dirty work in their power games, take all the risk while keeping their hands clean. If that changes any ...’

‘Get somebody else if you don’t trust me.’ His entire life he was an outcast, hidden from notice, his true nature ignored at best. He was tired of them pushing him in all directions but the one he wanted to take. 

Crawl leaned back. The stool groaned a warning beneath his weight. ‘Nope, no one else can do this. Believe me, I’ve thought hard on it. It has to be you.’

I bet you have you old lump of lard. He knew a trap when he saw one. All that remained were the details. What he couldn’t understand was why the trouble? Why not kill him right there and then? ‘And, if I refuse?’

‘For starters, your two friends won’t be pleased. Said you’ve not reported in days. Asked me to find you and put you to work. They don’t like losing scrips any more than I do. Lovely, how they watch over you. Nice touch. Like family.’

‘They can go right down Grim’s gullet for all I care. I’m sick of making those bastards rich, and you too.’ He felt the anger surge inside of him, and let it. He couldn’t do anything for her. To Hell’s Teeth, and down Cerberus’ hoary gullets with those cursed visions.

‘Did you know, Fin, they’ve orders to end you if you try to escape. If you did escape, one word to the exemplar guard will see you hunted across the imperium. Try getting about without a head. Mayhap you’ll keep walking but hard to see where you’re going without a head. Might be interesting to see what happens though. I love experiments. You like experiments, Fin?’

Threadfin’s guardians had twisted those orders to their own purpose, to fill their pockets, but who cared? ‘Perhaps I’m sick of this existence. I don’t fear them. I don’t fear you. Try me, Crawl.’

‘You should be careful of your words, Todder. I’m the one person who can see you out of this city nice and safe. Think on it.’ That gave Threadfin pause. It was the first time Crawl had ever hinted he might help him escape. Part of the trap, yes, it had to be. 

‘Tezcat’s her name, ain’t it,’ Crawl went on, ‘the girl? Though I’ve heard, you like to call her, Cat. That’s sweet, like a pet name. You like pets, Fin? Might get me a pet of my own. I always take good care of my pets.’ The fat breather gave him a strange look then, as though he was supposed to understand.

He thought he did. Crawl was vicious in a pleasant sort of way, but still vicious. I should never have made friends with her. I’ll bring her a terrible end. ‘Okay, okay, what am I to steal this time?’

‘Oh, nothing much. A bunch of documents pertaining to Governor Paladin Rajax. They’re in a lockbox in his mansion. You have five days from midnight. Not an hour longer.’

Had he been a breather, his heart would’ve thundered in his chest. Last time was dangerous enough, the documents he’d to pilfer on the person of a paladin in the heart of the Glut.

‘Oh,’ he said, feeling angry. ‘The governor’s mansion, as in the governor of this city? The same bastard who happens to be your benefactor? The same Rajax who wants my head on his mantle? The same mansion, which is guarded by a full garrison, and here I was thinking you’d a suicidal job going. Well, what a relief.’ Not that he couldn’t do the job if he wanted to. Was a matter of principle.

‘Oh, this is coming straight from the top. Was him who requested this one, requested you.’

Even better. ‘Oh, and there I was worrying for nothing. Can I at least have my weapons back?’ He might have need of those yet.

‘Hah, hah,’ laughed Crawl, tossing him the crossbow, bolts, and blade, ‘always did like you, Fin. Be a shame to see that change.’ The prime dismissed him with a wave, and resumed sucking his lemons.
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AS HE SEARCHED THE city for the girl, Threadfin racked his maggot-riddled brains for an explanation. He knew the job was wrong, and Crawl had meant for him to see it. Admittedly, he hadn’t at first, but careful thinking made it plain. First, he would never have ordered such a job. Second, if he suspected Rajax of anything, he would’ve had the paladin killed. Besides, five days to do a job? Crawl knew better. Heavily guarded mansion or no, he could’ve done it in one night. No, the message was plain as the boil on Crawl’s nose, which had never popped. 

He’s warning me to get out of Lame. What was going to happen in five days?

Why though, did Crawl warn him at all, and why hadn’t he spoken it plainer? Why did the prime insist he not take Tezcat with him? That last bit he was going to ignore. No, he didn’t like not knowing and ignorance was dangerous. Between that and his vision, which he tried not thinking about, he knew he needed to leave. Where would he go? Back to Icarthya?

Ahead, near the end of the street, three scruffy traders argued with a well-dressed merchant while two women entered a plain dressmaker’s shop. Closer, a beggar sat by a low wall, his useless legs half covered with a blanket, snoring. This was the edge of what Muckers termed the Glut, where fat merchants plied their wares and Church bankers stole everyone’s money. 

He stumbled in the street, feeling odd. He glanced at his hands and noticed a dark ribboning beneath his skin. 

His vision then dimmed as he floundered about. A blackness, like smoke, leaked through his pores and spiralled about his emaciated fingers, licking his half rotten skin. He tried to remain conscious and on his feet. He stumbled onward as a strange illness took hold.
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3 Death Knell
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THE IMPERATOR, MARKUS Olen Todralan, had been murdered. Screams and the clash of arms echoed throughout the Black Palace. The death knell exited from the bowels of the palatium, travelling corridors bathed in torch light.

It reached Canaan Pen Luthus as a faint dissonance. His dark skin and jet-black hair marked him as Valtari. The red and white plumes of his helmet’s crest named him high exemplar. His hobnailed boots, and those of the exemplars in his wake, rapped on the red-veined marble, a solid sound reminding him of order and justice. His warghounds, Cyllo and Nape, reaching waist height, loped on either side with ears erect and muscles tensed.

The city of Icarthya beyond the palace curtain wall slept unaware. Canaan would see it remain that way. They didn’t need hysteria in the streets. By the time they became aware, it would be too late.

He made a sharp gesture. Cyllo and Nape growled in unison as four exemplar guardsmen, whom he didn’t trust, stalked down a wide stairwell, chasing shadows. The palace complex was vast, including six levels and courtyards. There were also the sydarag stables, the gardens, groves, and the churches, along with servant quarters and hidden passageways. They’d made arrests and interrogated over a dozen in the preceding two hours. He went through the motions as was expected of his position. Chaos and tragedy had struck the Icarthian capital, and it was his duty to restore order. The blood-red cloaks of his exemplars were livid against the white marble interior as they marched onward. 

The fools were clueless as to the nature of their enemy. ‘They have struck at our heart,’ they had claimed. ‘A viral plot,’ they were certain. ‘A new purge,’ they offered in solution. Well, Plagueborn were the enemy. In this, they were correct, if in nothing else. The purges had been pious foolery, a wasted effort while the real threat escaped, although the inherited memory of that slaughter had proved useful. These poor imbeciles had no idea how much was at stake, and how little their misplaced faith would help them. He’d whittled down their number to those he trusted or needed. There would be time to convert others later. First, establish control.

Canaan and his remaining chosen ten, marched through an open colonnade. They emerged into the central courtyard, which was the largest and highest. He gestured and five guardians checked the darker extremities. Going through the motions. Lulling them with routine. They would turn on him if they suspected the truth. They would resist.

‘Report,’ he demanded as they returned.

‘There’s no one,’ answered Niyala. She had the pasty complexion of most northern Icarthians, short golden-white hair, and was his second. His first choice, the desire for power was strong in her. Well, she would have it, if not quite as she’d imagined. ‘Whoever did it, they’re gone. They must have taken the princess. We’re too late. We have failed.’

‘The day I ask you what you think, Yala, will be a cold, cold day in hell. You don’t think. You do.’

The woman was slow in lowering her gaze. He noted a spasm of anger in her face. Yes, he’d chosen well, as he had with each of the ten. ‘Yes, High Exemplar,’ she said in a voice dripping with false humility. Canaan did not doubt her obedience, but he knew this one would take his place in a heartbeat, if the opportunity arose. The exemplars were nothing other than tools. Their use was nearing an end, as was the fulfilment of the plan, but he would use them a while longer.

‘She is alive until I say otherwise,’ he snapped. ‘We find her and secure her. Our future depends on it.’ Cyllo nudged him. Nape gripped his hand in her teeth but didn’t break the skin. He fondled their necks. He’d received the bitches as a gift from Markus Olen, on his promotion. ‘Well, what are you jackdaws gawping at? Secure the grounds. Find her!’

The throne room was his destination. The delay in the plan maddened him but he had no choice. There had been a guard placed on the princess’s chambers, each man he’d selected himself. He’d checked those rooms first, finding smashed oaken furniture and shattered delicate worked alabaster vases and bronze statuettes. The guards had fought whoever it was, and all were slain. He had not reckoned on the girl’s Darken being so good. He had thus far failed to discover the bodyguard’s identity. The error had cost him.

The brother was in exile in the west, though no official record of him existed. He hated delays, but he would take care of him soon. He was letting his thoughts wander. The last Todralan had to sit the throne. She would not leave this city. He knew her too well.

He marched towards the throne room with head high, mind focused. The truce would hold for a time, but it would fall apart once events got underway. He’d planned for that too. He would do his part, but he would claim his reward. Liviana Avitus did not seem to realise how precarious her position was. He was not about to enlighten her.

His ten spread out. About the courtyard’s perimeter were blackened braziers, flames flickering in the rising breeze, casting shapes. Leaf-bladed short swords in hand, they picked their way across the marble squares like Soul & Fury pieces moving according to an invisible play master. He gave a slight smile at the thought. It was what they were about to become, pieces in a game.

They exited the courtyard and climbed the basalt steps. They passed through another colonnade, these pillars bearing the likenesses of Todralan ancestors. The carved faces unnerved him, as though judging him. They had no right.

The doors to the antechamber stood open, unguarded as arranged. With the imperial marshal still in the west, the city was his, at least, for another few minutes. Doubts gnawed at him, but he forced them back, crushed them. For now, he would play her game because it suited him, because Avitus stood well above him. 

For now.

The yawning darkness of the antechamber was total. Pen Luthus turned to his chosen ten. ‘Whatever we face, we stand together.’ Going through the motions, lull them until it was too late. Otherwise, things might prove ... distressing. The conversion would take a little time, but by dawn, they would be exemplars no more. They would be thraels, and his to use as he wished. Their first task would be to travel to the city of Lame and find Threadfin Todralan.

‘We fall together,’ said Altus, one of his captains.

‘For the imperium,’ said Berg, who was another.

‘For the imperatrix.’

The high exemplar and his hapless ten entered the Throne Room. ‘For the Spectrum and for justice,’ he whispered. 

The animals stalked behind them with ears laid back. Growls rose in their gullets before they began to whine. Too late, they sensed a threat no warghound should ever have to face.
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4 A Strange Illness
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A CALLUSED HAND GRIPPED his jaw and forced his mouth open. Threadfin wanted to tell whoever it was to go kiss the Grim’s hoary backside, but managed a mumble instead.

‘Bite on this,’ said a familiar voice. His teeth grated on wood, but a spasm forced his jaw to clench. ‘You must bite down. Else, it’ll be your tongue, or whatever you call that rotting thing in your head.’

‘Wouldn’t mind a bit of quiet around here,’ said another voice a little further away. ‘I thought the dead were meant to be silent? He makes more noise than a buggered darag.’

A weight descended on him as a body half straddled Threadfin’s waist. Cold fingers gripped his skin. He felt for the silver lump around his neck, gripped it tight. He was on his back on a straw filled mattress.

‘Open your eyes,’ ordered the voice. Hot garlic breath washed over him. ‘Fight it, you stupid grave maggot.’

‘Don’t bother,’ said the other. ‘You know, these walking stiffs never did sit right with me.’

‘Shut your gob, Pods.’

‘I can’t,’ Threadfin mumbled, tossing his head, ‘... do this.’

‘Listen up, worm breath. Open them eyes or I’ll thrash you within an inch o’ your half-life. Look at me.’

A face covered in dirty whiskers came into focus, pale and stretched, older though not old, fifty or thereabouts. Ludwole Felps, a minder who made his existence a misery. A former soldier of the Actaeon Guard it was said. Threadfin’s father had chosen both condemned men from the dungeons, a guarantee his disowned offspring would remain forgotten. These men would face worse than a dungeon if they revealed his true nature, identity, or whereabouts.

‘Now, bite on this until the fit passes.’ Ludwole forced the peg between Threadfin’s teeth.

His other minder hovered close. A man over forty, Podral Pole was lean with filthy brown hair, and a livid scar from the corner of his right eye to his chin. Like Threadfin, he was a thief, although by choice. Not that he bothered with the trade anymore. Why risk capture when they had an undeader to do it for them? Sit back and get rich doing nothing. ‘Might be he’ll swallow his tongue and choke. Do us all a favour. Look, why don’t you leave it to me? I’ll take care of it.’

Ludwole grunted and spat, turning to regard his companion. ‘Keep it up and I’ll cut out your tongue and use it to gag this piece o’ grolg dung. Don’t you go forgetting the last time you crossed me, because I haven’t.’ 

‘Hey now, what did I say? Just making observations. You’re always telling me to keep my eyes open, aren’t you?’

The old soldier turned his attention back to Threadfin with a snarl. He leaned in close. ‘What you get for us this time? A few useless rocks some nag bought cheap the edge o’ the Glut, and a fancy clock? What good are you to me sick, eh? Now listen up, you useless sack o’ bones. You’re goin’ to survive this because I’m not done gettin’ rich. If I has to watch over your miserable hide, then I should at least get smothered in gold dralans. By the by, that fancy bow o’ yours is mine, and that weird dagger. Holding out on us weren’t you. Let’s call them part payment on what you damn well owe.’

Threadfin groaned, and not because of the pain, which had eased a bit. He always hid his crossbow and blade before coming to this villa. He liked that crossbow. Hard to come by. At least his mind was clearer. Maybe he could get his stuff back before Felps sold them, if he could get up and move.

Dust dribbled from wooden rafters above as the villa quivered from a mild earth tremor. There had been many of those since their arrival a decade ago, but Threadfin had grown up with tremors, which were worse closer to the capital. Anyhow, they never bothered him, and few were strong enough to raise an eyebrow at, save that one a few years back when thousands had perished near Byrsa.

Candle and torchlight sputtered throughout the airy villa as the room suffered another shake. The thief sounded as though he was praying.

‘Pods, quit that mutterin’ o’ yours. There’s none up there, or anywhere else, who’ll listen to the likes o’ you.’

‘You’ve seen what happens. You’re not blind, man. Might be, you’d be better off troubling yourself with a few supplications of your own. Can’t hurt, can it? I’ve never seen grave spawn do anything like that afore. A few prayers can’t hurt.’

‘There’re fleas on that parchment you call a hide who’ve a better chance o’ being heard. Now, shut it.’

‘Is he worth it?’ Pole demanded with a snarl, coming closer. ‘Don’t know half what you think you do. Do him and let’s get going. The lad’s had a foot in the grave since day one, so what’s the difference?’

Threadfin tried to grab the old soldier’s arm, while forcing out the peg with a leathery tongue. He felt a strength in his body return, alien and frightening. ‘I have to get back to Icarthya. Listen to me ... I’ve seen it.’

Ludwole stepped back from Threadfin’s hand. He stared at him with an unreadable expression.

‘Come on, Lud,’ urged the other thief. ‘The garrison don’t care what happens to him. No one does. If we’re questioned, we can say he tried escaping. We’d no choice, with heavy hearts and all that shit. Imperial orders, right? Besides, I’m sick of these damned tremors. I want to go elsewhere where the ground stays still.’

‘I can’t help her ...’ Threadfin’s skin was slick with sweat, as his affliction worsened. It had done that a few times now. He’d lost count. He was useless, no, worse than that, a freak. Couldn’t do anything for his sister. Pole was right. Perhaps the world would be better off. Then again, he doubted the world would notice.

Ludwole appeared to be listening. Threadfin thought he saw Pole’s hand holding a bronze dagger. He was hiding it from Ludwole’s view, or was Threadfin delirious again? Was he going to kill him if Felps didn’t? A small dagger wouldn’t do it. Need a bigger blade to decapitate him. Yes, feeling delirious. 

‘It’s our chance to be free men again,’ continued Pole, ‘to go where we please. We’ve saved enough loot. You look worn out. There’s a bit of the Valtari red left. I’ll take care of business here.’

Ludwole’s hand went to the bone hilt of an iron short sword at his waist. Now, that would do the job. One cut to the neck, two, and Threadfin’s worries were over. The old soldier’s knuckles whitened as he stared at his associate. Then, at last, he turned his gaze on Threadfin. ‘You’re a pox on us all, Todder, like the rest o’ your family, but I’m done with that city. There’s no going back. You’re stuck with us, like it or no, my prince.’

‘Don’t call me that. I don’t ... deserve it.’

‘No, you don’t, no more than you deserve us, but you’re stuck with us and us with you. Hell’s wrath on us all is what you are.’ Then he turned to face Pole again, his hand still on his sword hilt. ‘And as for you, you’ll do as I say.’ There was an edge to his tone. ‘You know, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to—’

Threadfin let out a wail. It felt as if someone had split his bones to the marrow, eating away at his body and soul. 

‘A pox on it, it’s happening again! Here, bite down.’

‘Oh, divine angels above,’ prayed Pole. ‘The lad is dark business if I know anything. I mean, look at him. What is that black stuff?’

Fluid-like and blacker than pitch, whatever it was it oozed from every pore and opening. Threadfin had seen it before. It writhed and pulsed as though living. Maybe, he reasoned, as though analysing it all from a distance, and perhaps still feeling delirious, it’s my dead half.

‘Fetch some sheets,’ Ludwole ordered. ‘Cot’s soaked.’

‘Don’t have any of those. Looks like he’s rotting away right in front of us. Although, he was a bit ripe to begin with if you ask me. Whatever that black wet stuff is I can see myself in it.’

‘Rags then.’

‘None of them either. Used the last wiping my arse an hour ago.’

‘Bite, damn you.’ Ludwole tried shoving the peg back between his teeth, but Threadfin turned his head away. The pain was growing beyond bearable limits as the second skin formed.

‘Folk’ll hear your screams,’ he hissed at Threadfin, ‘and them soldiers what’s patrolling out there. It’ll make things worse if they discover you like this,’ and he thrust the stick into Threadfin’s mouth, jarring his worn teeth.

‘Pods,’ he growled, ‘get out o’ here if you aren’t gonna be o’ use, and warn me if anybody takes interest in this villa.’

‘Nah, think I’ll stay.’

‘Oh, for the love o’... get over here, then. Hold his legs. I swear the rubbish he brings back isn’t worth all o’ this.’

Threadfin’s vision blurred. He felt them hold him as he kicked and flailed. He heard Pole curse in that colourful manner, and for a weird moment, felt like laughing. The situation was absurd.

In his peripheral vision, there was what looked like a second skin around his naked body. His shadow extracted itself, no longer wanting any part of him. Well, if his own shadow wanted up and off, that said it all. By then, he knew he was screaming but a part of him felt separated from it all. Yes, he felt like laughing. The detached part did at least. The stick wedged between his teeth turned shrieks into muffled wails. His withered body convulsed. It was hilarious.

Thunder rumbled above and beneath. Thumps and snarls echoed in his ears, but he was too terrified to imagine their source. Opening his eyes, he saw the echo of a head in his peripheral vision.

The trunk of this darker Threadfin extruded itself. As the head began to rise away from his own, he thought he saw horns, though no other features were visible. Were those wings? His flesh appeared to swell as his reflection gained substance. It no longer looked like Threadfin, but like a beast. The two men were no longer holding him, but standing back, wide-eyed. Pole was muttering again. Threadfin saw shadowy wings swiping the air. It all appeared to him as though seen through a dirty warped mirror.

Then, it was over. The apparition deflated, collapsing into him. It surprised him his guardians remained at all. Anyone else would’ve fled hours ago.

As soon as he was able, it was exactly what he planned to do.
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5 A Warning at Breakfast
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BREAKFAST IN THE villa kitchen was a sombre affair. Ludwole paced the room, scowling. Pole picked at his nose as he gorged on an egg, squirting yolk on his leather shirt. He placed his blackened feet on the battered table and leaned back into a wicker chair.

The wooden shutters on several windows stood open, sunlight brilliant against the whitewashed interior. A wall lizard, its hibernation interrupted, scuttled along the nearest window frame to snaffle an insect. 

Threadfin hadn’t spent many hours in this villa over the years, visiting when he had to. It was a small two-storey complex of ten rooms, each with a balcony, and a ten-foot protective wall. It also possessed a dirt courtyard, a sydarag stable with no mounts of course, and two servants who Threadfin never saw and wasn’t certain existed.

This was his first morning out of bed since falling ill. He’d been too weak, and to Ludwole’s annoyance, unable to work. The crossbow and dagger had satisfied for all of five minutes. Threadfin had kept a few choice items on his person, which Felps had found, but fortunately, he’d hidden the rest.

Five days since Crawl’s warning, and nothing. I should be full dead by now, he thought with a wince. 

He stared at his wooden plate. On theirs were two large duck eggs, smoked ham, and a hunk of crumbly grolg cheese. Watered wine in wooden goblets by their elbows, fresh baked bread, and olive oil
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