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PREFACE TO THE PLATINUM BOUND EDITION OF THE PRIVATE JOURNAL AND NOTES OF THE BLUE MAGE TAKEN FROM THE EXTENT GRAND GRIMOIRE OF FL’L RNESH, WIZARD OF CHAFRIUM

PUBLISHED 2268, FREE CITY OF KYIV PRESS

As our esteemed readers will note, you have at long last the authoritative and likely unexpurgated copy of the Blue Mage’s Grand Grimoire private journal section which had been locked in the vaults of the High Seneschal for the better part of a century and which have only been made available to Americano Academy at large since 2109. Since that time, multiple purported copies of the journal have been published. As Lomarine Derrida has pointed out, these have been specious and incomplete, often both at once. Their textual focus has been both licentiousness and profit; or as the Derridean clan has alleged for several centuries, to preserve the Elven hagiography of a limited and at times exasperatingly incompetent wizard of dubious origins and ill repute, aka, The Renowned and Universally Beloved Blue Mage of Chafrium.

How then to account for these almost radical differences in textual emphasis, translation, editing, forced redaction, and illegible manuscripts which speak to overt tampering? We cannot. Politics aside, there exists no single cohesive explanation for what appear to be close to forty “definitive” versions of the Blue Mage’s papers. Our working hypothesis for the last 150 years has been that all these copies are in some sense legitimate, representing as the Lacanians of Vienna put it, the cohesive semiosymbolic weltanschauung of a multiply linear being. Which put in simpler words was perhaps best explained by the radical humanist thinker Julia Szczerbowicz, “When you travel through time, you make a big damned literary mess.”

After close to seventy years’ active scholarship, we present to our audience of Common Vulgate readers both human and human allied the most definitive and exhaustively curated copy of the entire journal with notes and where possible, direct quotes from the hand of the Blue Mage and known allies. Is it the absolutely correct version? We cannot know. But given the complexity of nano-magical time relevance, we would like to propose this may be a rough approximation of the last and most complete version of the personal notes and thoughts of a complex and at time vexing central figure in both human and Elven mythology, one of the few besides Jane Austen, who merit inclusion in both cultures’ pantheon of literary and cultural heroes.

Herein then lies that big damned mess which as both the Derridean and Lacanians have asserted will be by nature incomplete, at times specious, contradictory of older and newer texts; we’ve collapsed the competing versions down to a functionally new and to some degree unique version of the age-old tale of Austen’s liberation folklore. As the first Free City to establish human independence from the political and economic will of Chafrium and by analogy the spearhead of human liberation, the tale of Austen has become emblematic of the wider reifying project to situate the pro-human weltanschauung within a functional narrative. But like Fl’l Rnesh, that plotted history turns out to be neither entirely credible nor real. Like any oxymoron, you cannot “plot” history, you can only observe and record it, hoping to form a functional understanding of the process involved—often long after the events. When it comes to the High Greys and their machinations, none has been harder to categorize, none more vexing than the actions of its Queens. Because like it or not, that’s really what has flummoxed humanity: the intervention at a super-atomic level of a Queen In Action.

We can rehash semiosymbolism and Foucauldian occultism all day. It changes nothing. We as humans have had a hard time of it. Dr. Szczerbowicz and her optimism excluded, the rest of the Americano Academy has basically crossed its fingers, then shoved them in their ears, waiting for the dust from various wars across time-space to be resolved in our favor. Still, to borrow the words of The Footman at Buda Gorge, “The screams of our enemies are nothing compared to the strangling cries of friends cut down by Evil.” Prescient given the Blue Mage’s participation (or not, depending on the epoch and time-space in situ) in that battle.

Hear the cry of one human voice, strangled, passionate, conflicted, and at long last, after many decades of scholarship, lovingly restored to its full complexity. One last cry into the darkness, one little candle flame flickering against the storm. But it held! That single little wick guttering in the maelstrom, that here then gone then here again presence across timelines and realities now undone. In this place, in this time, in this firmly settled reality, we can say with conviction you, fair reader, have a faithful chronicle of the Blue Mage, plot and narrative eschewed in favor of the grand mess that has always been human life. And one avers, human purpose and our one singular weapon against The Elves: the triumph of pure hope and grit against Power inevitable and incomprehensible. But not, as The Blue Mage demonstrated, invincible.


Chapter 1: Wherein the Garden Boy Makes a Small but Crucial Mistake



This is precisely why I left. It’s a typical afternoon’s work untangling the Royal begonias from some Elven creeper vine when four idiots in black get-ups complete with skull pauldrons and black cloaks come loping over the entry hill waving swords. Still, no reason to panic. Plenty of picnickers try this little gambit. The Imperial defenses are rather famously brutal and immediate. Until they pass the Fry Line—which is exactly what it sounds like—and keep moving forward distinctly whole, without a hint of eldritch blackfire.

While it pains me to admit, my past dealings in the death trade allow me to read their whole uniform. Necroninjas from the Clan D’Soule. A nonsense word if ever there was one. Ninjas are a distinctly Terran conceit and supposedly invisible. Not garishly festooned in black and shrieking. Nor aligned to some demon loving clan of summoners and semi-professional henchmen. As these four sword hands are. The same ones running full force towards my cluster of gardeners. Next to me Flirp and Goober, the local gorm-orc lawn boys make low gurgling noises, drop their rakes and flee.

Still, I’m just standing there more insulted than concerned. Someone has turned off the defense grid. Of her Majesty’s Imperial Gardens. Even for a minor greensward like this, that takes some oomph. More than House D’Soule has. It requires Elven magic. Which stirs a small piece of my tired soul. Maybe Her Ladyship has taken residence? Or her Seneschal? Either one would merit an incursion this well planned and this costly.

And either one means no one cares about some backwater gardener. So I stand still, more annoyed than worried. Vexed perhaps. There’s no easy word for being this tired of being tired. Until the screaming starts. Then I realize it’s not just four well-armed brigands invading but a small army of the fools, each one somehow breaching Duchess Greenhand’s defenses spells. These men are killing the gardeners. Which also means these men are killing my lunchmates and colleagues. People I’ve been meaning to befriend, eventually.

But nothing moves my feet. It’s as if faced at last with a quick death, I’m only too happy to oblige. A simple dying without the attendant revenant state and textbook review of how we all got back would be… nice. Peaceful. The necroninjas speed forward blades aloft, their death chants something to be feared. Which mostly makes me giggle because they are laughably serious. Until I remember the rings. Which have started to burn my fingers.

Oh. Crap. I forgot about my rings. Forgot about not updating the spellwork. As I try to mentally chase down the exact state of the enchantments left on the blue circles tightening my every finger and my now stinging ears, the first man falters and collapses. Then the next. Until all four are grunting like rutting sheep as they push forward on their knees. Earnest, then red-faced, then just dead. My laziness has killed them. That and my rather incompetent understanding of things outside necromancy.

Another scream, this time from the hedge next to me. A woman’s high-pitched wail laced with fear and pain. My feet move then and this time, blight me, towards the action. I was done with all this. Done with eviscerating lashes and the plunder of corpses. Done with necromancy. Retired to my nice little garden. But that is Rosarth the Mulch Maiden crying out. She’s not yet twenty and there’s too much agony in her voice for anything less than Lady Death herself rising from the lawn.

Around the hedge I go, noticing idly how well-groomed the gorm-orcs have kept the park’s green, what a nice job the mulch and leaf trim crew has done with the topiaries. Which allows me to plunge headlong into a coterie of snitty little bandits dressed in the same black, this time with red double skull pauldrons and capes which trip us all in a comedy of ruthless violence.

Scythe-like blades slice through the curtain of red cloaks, missing me, but damn me thrice, activating the rings. I burn as they trigger, burn as they knock the invaders to their knees and bellies, burn burn burn as these softheaded fanatics push their own lifeforce down endless runnels of extraplanar thirst. Until there’s no movement left save Rosarth who holds her left arm with her right hand, bleeding and in shock. Her face one seen thousands of times before. Just never as the sympathetic party.

My hands grab Rosarth and we are moving, me pulling, her listlessly following. It’s as if I have acquired a rather comely llama who is bleeding to death while asking questions in idle Common. Which annoys me enough to use one of the rings. Just for a moment, just to close the wound. Well that was the plan. What actually happens startles me, then spreads a wicked smile across my face. Her arm knits back—whole. True healing, instant and absolute. The spell worked!

As I’m dragging my stunned coworker across the lawn towards a battlement we suspect has guardian eels stashed for these kinds of hideous occasions, there’s a little dance of triumph going on in my backbrain. Not such a bad scholar after all. Sure, it’s all jury-rigged and gods forfend but the necromancy has to be corrected. Still. The. Spell. Worked.

With a sudden tug she pulls loose, lets out a dramatic gasp and begins to backpedal towards an ominous hedge behind which shadows and squeals speak to murder. Which means something terrifying has commandeered the eels. My feet stop, my eyes scan the horizon, settling on a large set of trees dressed in black. Giants. Here in the gardens, dressed in those stupid uniforms and following what looks like a small contingent of wizards led by some goofball in a full robe, inscribed with symbols and wearing one of those obscene hats tourists purchase on the way out of Chafrium. Except this looks like the real deal. Great—a member of one of the High Councils.

Rosarth lets out another yip and backs into me. No need to look around. We are surrounded. Obviously. And having just put paid to a small cadre of this Wizard of the High’s minions, we are now identifiably a threat to his invasion. Again, the terror should soil my breaches. But mostly I find myself curious about which D’Soule this jackass will turn out to be.

They close on us slowly, the wizard shouting orders in some language that sounds like a battle code. It’s all been very well managed. Except for my little trick with the rings. That has slowed down this charade long enough to ensure a few things. One, that whatever hope these amateurs had of hurting one of the Ladies is now gone. The PAWAS will be here soon enough and that will end all debate. With extreme prejudice. Two, H’resh D’Soule—I finally can see it’s the elder brother and master summoner on hand—will soon be dead. Likely at the hands of the Guild rather than a Lady. But nicely and finally dead all the same. Three, we are going to be fish chum well before any of that convenient help arrives.

Something angry rumbles in my gut. Battle magic. My fingers tingle as the necrotic forces unleashed from all this murder being to adhere to me. For just a moment the desire to survive invades me, begins to form a plan. The old man and his contingent of sorcerers let fly their equivalent of a sucker punch. Choreographed, lethal and with zero hint it was coming. They must have practiced the maneuver a hundred times.

We are all surprised when nothing happens. Me more than him. He barks orders and murderous tendrils curl from the sky. But they evaporate within feet of us. Men charge only to falter. The giants begin leaping, only to sag in exhaustion. My hands feel as if they’ve been plunged in ice and my ears throb with a midwinter gale. It hits me all at once. I screwed up the incantations. Badly. Enough to be eating their magic raw.

D’Soule grabs an ebon wand and raises it. I try to warn him. To scream out and stop this madness. But he pushes forward, shouting his inane battle cry, marshaling all those doomed men to crush us. None make it. Like the necroninjas, they fall prey to my shortcut. Then they simply fall. Dead husks. The enchanters and summoners too. Even old H’resh D’Soule, Summoner of the Fifth Circle and Head of a House, cannot believe it’s happening until his beet-colored face splutters white and he spits blood. Pride killed him.

Surely he understood I’d mustered a defense of some sort. But he had to overcome it, had to show superior might. And that is what killed him. As well as why I left the death trade to become a very content junior gardener. In necromancy you lose, even when you win. Doesn’t help that you’re always the bad guy leaving behind you a wake of widows, orphans and desecrated graveyards. In a garden the worst that happens is aphids and weeds. Maybe moonblight.

Or apparently invasions. Though in fairness to the Duchess Etris Chess, my group has worked at four of her gardens and this is only the fifth incursion we’ve seen in as many years. None before have passed the Fry Line. Absolutely none involved anything on this level of organization and lethal intent. So it had been aphids, weeds and the occasional cleanup of pitiful chumps who should have known better. Then lunch. Today the huge littering of combatants rendered leaderless make excellent target practice the for the Assassins’ Guild. But not all the dead are enemies.

I sit down and wait. Rosarth joins me. Eventually a few more gardeners wander over. Flirp and Goober return with a small group of gorm-orcs, covered nearly head to toe in blood. And armed with every manner of ridiculous swords, scythes, spiked clubs and one sporting a home-made spear fashioned from a pruning hook. A helpful reminder that gorm-orcs are still orcs. When faced with violence, they tend to grab something sharp and make their reply.

The screaming subsides. Voices mill. People come, people go. I’m not quite in shock but the rings have me in a peculiar state. As if my skin is two sizes too small and my head is made of candlewicks on fire. I am left there, tagged with a ribbon announcing I am a verified non-combatant and member of the Imperial Garden staff. Safe basically. If only they knew.

Time seems to seep out of the day. Perhaps someone gives me tea. Or I’m licking someone’s blood from my lips. Either way, the liquid feels metallic and harsh on my tongue. Sounds echo, soldiers march by, first with the living and then in careful convoys with the covered dead. Occasionally I see the tops of high boots and a hand lifting my tag. Then in the distance words and when I think to reply they are already gone. It goes like this until the faerie lights replace the suns setting over the rivers and one of the five moons rises over Chafrium.

Old D-Soule’s wand should have killed us. For that matter the plain old fire tendrils would have done a dandy job turning me into a kebab. All afternoon I walk back through the spells laid down on the rings. Shortcut or not, they should not have absorbed his magic. Any magic. At most perhaps grounded it.

The next hour finds me wandering the grounds inspecting the turf blade by blade, looking for telltales of leaked evocations. Nothing. It’s as if not a single spell was cast. Anything within yards of where I stood has not a lick of dweomer left in the air. They were all drawn like metal filings to a magnet. Oh, and my damned rings are glowing. Not glowing. That’s not the right word. Throbbing with electric blue. Deepening in shade and intensity. They started the day dull azure, little more than hints of blue over battered nano-titanium and spidergold.

My sandals kick a misplaced cloak. I stoop to examine it, finding a little clay sigil, cracked and blackened. Ahh. So they used the old one to many parts of a whole shtick. Efficient for an army but as the clay attests, good for a single use and not for all that much time. I rub my fingers over it, then taste. Depending on the enchantment you can get a proper flavor of the spell. Lemons for demonology; lavender for the Fay; sulfur for the Powers; sweet for Alchemy and so on. It tastes like burnt clay. And nothing else.

Existentially I’m taking this pretty well. Finding a magical paradox left over from a surprise attack should be interesting not upsetting. Especially since I survived said attack. But I was there and this little badge, it lacks magic. As if it never had it. Not a damned scintilla of power left in this crumbling insignia. So where did it go? Where did all that power go?

My fingers ache as I look down and realize I won’t like the answer. The rings are temporarily linked to my own lifeforce. It was simpler that way. Made the whole command structure and trigger effect as easy as thinking. Later, when I had time to get to the Grand Library, the spellwork could be corrected and I would have been able to take them off, put in proper protocols and sell them.

A rather imposing pair of boots interrupts my reverie, especially when my tag undergoes a sharp yank and I find myself face to face with a crouching dracoid of some sorts, ridged spines flexed in mild aggression. The eyes are pale and it smells of cinnamon and brimstone. In the shadows the scales seem simply dark—could be green, rust or ichor. “You there, Garden Boy. You have been summoned.”

My eyes take in the vanguard with the temporary virion of PAWAS on active duty. One of the Assassins then, or a guard within the Guild. Doesn’t matter. This one’s got three feet on me and a pair of serious hobnails. I comply, being led by that annoying ribbon along a trail of muted lights towards a door limned with warm light. To be judged by my betters.

Recovered Notes from the Grand Grimoire of the Blue Mage: Anna Joy X

My esteemed colleagues within the Americano Academy may be forgiven for their delusional belief that Elvenkind operates amorally. Nothing could be further from the truth. Put simply, human ethics stems from the a priori principle that life, specifically sapient life, has both merit and value. Elven morality does not and cannot. The Elves are too long-lived and in many ways too mentally and magically quarantined to share anything resembling empathy with other sapient species. Thus their entire sense of ethics revolves around the a priori investment in the sublime and transcendent. That which achieves perfection equals good, and all other things are negotiable. It’s an alien morality to be sure, and one humanity barely fathoms. But mark these words, etch them in your applesauce*: murder and art can be equally sublime, and to the Elves ethically equivalent. † Their only sin is failure, and on that front step lightly, dear Academics, because they remedy such things at the ends of sharp blades. ††

Intertextual, Anna Joy, Harvard Journal of Extenso Literature and Commentary, No. 346, “On a New Methodology for Elven Ontology and Ethics,” pg 129 April 1971

* Editor’s Note: For our readers not familiar with Extenso culture, this is a play on the Elven Creole expression of a “breakfast of steel apples” which implies vigor beyond mortal capacity. The New Reformed Elven Party for Human Extinction mocks Homo sapiens by claiming they “breakfast on copper applesauce” in reference to the Terran-wide practice of morning gruels.

† Editor-in-Chief Commentary: We at the HJELC pride ourselves on equanimity in the face of our critics but wish to note for those outside the social and historical sciences that “copper applesauce” has been labeled hate speech by the 107 signatory nations of the Terran League due to “the clear unmistakable inference that the words show Elven understanding of human enslavement and total subversion of our sovereign institutions.” {The Terran Manifesto, Article Seven, Clause Six, Paragraph Nine—1953}

†† Author’s Response to Editor-in-Chief’s Commentary: It seems the HJELC has chosen the slime mold as its power animal. If the slime mold, as a whole or in parts, has any leader, it is only inability to pick between two solid positions. They wish to fight the Powers that Be while neither insulting them nor appearing to collaborate. I work for these bastards and they know me and trust me to speak my mind. They accept me because I am a perfect absolute bastard. Etch that in your applesauce.

 Curator’s Notation: Scribbled notation, in Low Elven cursive, purple faded ink dated to Circa Terran 1430s—“Find this Anna when arrive time, add some choice comments. Barely fathoms, that’s good. But should read has no [expletive] clue.”

 Curator’s Notation: Stain followed by Circa Lomar Era Battle Orcish Codescript. Assessed as Orcish blood. Conjectured to be Bloody Alice.— “Remind Blue to speak to Her Nibs about this [expletive]. Love it but… hey, Anna Joy’s gonna get whacked by the wannabes she keeps this up.” Curator hesitates to add this precedes the publication date by millennia. In fact, it precedes the discovery of known human habitation across the locked Terran Doors.


Chapter 2: From Small Mistakes Come Great Misfortunes



Reports of the new Seneschal being both gorgeous and intimidating are, if anything, a bit of an understatement. Sherrinford Etris Chess, The Regal Duchess Demi-Seneschal, Confidante and Bodywoman, Formal Secretary and House Assassin to Her Regal Highness the Supreme Grace and Appointed Heir, the Lady Qelniasherah Godborne of the Guiding Star, as she’s introduced to me while I am forced to kneel on the cold bricks of the hay barn, looks like someone’s dream of an aristocrat. She has solemn grey eyes, sharp cheeks, and dusky skin with a fine braid of raven hair woven with sapphires and jade. She wears armor of some sort, woven from metal strands that absorb rather than reflect light. And on her hip hangs the blackest foulest three feet of saber my eyes have ever borne witness. It radiates darkness—a sliver of negative space that pulls on my necrotic nerves and makes my arm hairs dance.

She also looks rather pissed off with the situation. Nothing in her face looks the least bit composed and surly, which is how I generally experience elves. Her eyes are everywhere at once, calculating and observing simultaneously, an expressive act which makes me curious. We know so little of her beyond the typical bardic sops doled out at bars and curry dives along Rakers’ Row. They say she didn’t start out Elven. Or even alive but once was a computer stack befriended by the nascent Queen. Of course, they also say she’s the smartest woman alive, bears a shard of the One True God’s soul, and her saber can cut through anything. So maybe we take the whole living computer thing with a few pinches of salt and sweet.

Mostly she looks… concerned. When I’m allowed to stand, I notice how filthy I am. Between the blood splatters and digging in the dirt, I look like a fresh zombie. Without thinking I flick my fingers and am clean. But not just clean. Smelling of lavender and honey, hair pressed, clothes immaculate and crisp, my uniform as bright as the first hour of its use, my low boots new but broken-in just right. There’s not a hint of dirt under my nails—instead they are trimmed, perfectly buffed and utterly presentable. The damned rings. In the last few hours their power has surged again. I had been going for a quick clean. I got an ostentatious magical display.

“Well you certainly seem surprised with that result.”

Whatever I expected one of the most powerful Elves in Chafrium to say to me, it was certainly not that. I continue my string of inappropriate emotional responses to stressful situations by chuckling. “No, your Esteemed Grace. I was expecting a much smaller result.”

Her eyes take me in. “And I wasn’t expecting a garden boy to know the exactly correct title to use for this situation.”

I smile which sets the dracoid guard’s teeth grinding. “So we were both surprised then.” I make a small bow, which seems somehow warranted and generally does a good job on keeping the insufferable Elves calm. “Pleasantly one hopes.”

Her face furrows, this time conveying proper Elven menace. “That entirely depends on what you might know about the panoply of dead wizards polluting my front yard.”

It takes me a moment to equate the palatial garden of an Imperial palace with the Seneschal’s yard. But technically it is. Which only makes me smile more inappropriately. She’s not just gorgeous, she’s funny. It’s very bad form to swoon in front of a Duchess, especially an Elven one. “I likely have an idea. But it’s… complicated.”

That draws an ominous hiss from my dracoid guard. He grumbles, “Define complicated boy.”

I hold out my rings so her Ladyship can inspect them. “I seem to have a made a mistake in how I enchanted these. As a result, they absorbed some of the magic thrown by our invaders.” Like the Seneschal’s comment, it’s technically true. In this case some just happens also mean every last bit. And their sorry lives for good measure.

This draws an almost goofy grin from the woman. “Hence your undesired over-effect.”

Not how I’d have termed it but accurate. It was certainly more than I’d wanted to show and right that moment, with those reptilian eyes burning holes in my shoulder blades, undesired in the extreme. “Yes, your Estimacy.”

That caught her fancy, setting off another chain reaction of grins. The guard looked as if he’d rather perish than crack a smile. “Fenric, please escort this garden boy to the main hall to await her Excellence. We shall question our vassal together, over dinner.” She arched a brow at him. In return he nodded, then when she didn’t respond, he gave her a proper bow. She’d simultaneously played the High-Handed Elf on Very High while also being painfully casual about Lady Qelniasherah Godborne of the Guiding Star. They didn’t mention she was not just funny but rather charming. Wow. Then she leaned over and in the old speech of Rust Dragons told him, “And Fenricorvous, if you’re to stay in my service, you WILL have to learn to relax. You bring me a gardener covered in the blood of our enemies, frazzled and afraid, clearly no threat to you or me… yet you persist in looking every inch the PAWAS killer.”

To this the dracoid blanched, his scales losing some of their dark color. “Ah yes, one sees your point, your Supreme Grace.”

“Well, one trusts you have. Because you’re so damned tight we could build diamonds in your ass.” That produced an involuntary guffaw from yours truly. Followed by a curious gleam in the Seneschal’s eye. “You’re also so wound up you’re missing entirely obvious clues that would disqualify you from entering the seventh circle.”

That made this looming jackboot an actual PAWAS assassin of the eighth rank, a not inconsiderable achievement and one unthinkable for a barely humanoid species just scant years earlier. He nodded, this time his attention fully focused on his leader. “Missed what?”

“Well for starters…” She ducked her lovely chin at me. “…that our garden boy here understands every word we’re saying.” With that she gave me a wink, turned on her heels with a rather sensual flourish, and strode away.

Fenric turned on me with a glare, then softened it to something akin to murderous curiosity. “You speak Rust Draconic?”

I did now. Which meant the translation ring had jumped in power as well. Unexpectedly so. “Um, sure. Very common among the gardening set.” It was worth a try.

He surprised me by letting out his own laugh, which sounded likes snakes being ground to death by a millstone. “Of course, it is.” He gave my dainty robe a tug. “C’mon little wizard, let’s get you to the fancy house. You can try out your Draconic on the butlers and scullery maids.”

I followed, grateful he’d become almost tolerably polite. “They speak Draconic?”

He looked back at me, his eyes suddenly much more like his master’s. “Not a word of it.” When a Dracoid smiles it makes the milled snakes seem preferable.

We trudged up a path and then through various byways between hedges and outbuildings. I’d never been near the Palace proper. My team owned the hedging and weeding for something called Sector Fourteen, which roughly translated to the area around the outer ring of the South Lawn and its two main viewing ponds. Occasionally we got fancy and managed the roses on the Gazing Bridge and its rather quaint Island of Introspection. It was all a bit haughty and Elven for my tastes, but the roses were plentiful and of sublime coloration. The furniture had always been someone else’s deal; and that hideous gazebo made of skeletal carved horns seemed safari themed more than a get back to gazing at your navel kind of place.

Rosarth had told me that only the inner ring had been designed and rebuilt by Duchess Greenhand. The outer grounds were a remnant of the Imperial Decorator, who had worked for our late Queen—you know the one who turned out to be a lying whoring murdermom with a demon inside her. Oh, and her bestie was the Guildmaster Assassin who allegedly killed the Sainted Jane Austen of Terra. So yeah, it stands to reason any losers who’d kill the only human writer we’d ever had a chance to admire would have crap taste in pavilions.

Which is all to say that when we rounded a corner and started making our way into the actual inner ring (which turned out to be a whole three rings further than I knew existed), we saw who the hell this Duchess Greenhand, the sister of the Seneschal, thought she was. A damned genius was who. The land had been contoured like a reclining maiden; I knew from the species of grasses she had mixed several genera to create intricate patterns which would seduce anyone with Elven sight. Everything had been placed with utmost care, a kind of almost empty study in serenity and wild vigor. Flowers burst from seemingly random patches, each a nearly believable facsimile of a random grouping of wildflowers and small trees. Except there was an inescapable mathematics to the place.

The flowers in both hue and placement, in size, in the very sounds they made as wind, directed by the structure of the land, brushed their leaves and petals, spoke of a unified vision. A subtle tasteful utterly cold sense of overlaid harmonies where the warmth came from the intellectual conceit itself. It was at once the most Elven thing I’d ever experienced and my very first taste of what real beauty might aspire to be. The Lomaristas made a hell of a lot more sense to me in that moment.

I had to be tugged along by Fenric, who grudgingly allowed me time to gawk at each new revelation as we walked over little streams, colored by odd refractions of light over their pebbled beds. Some had bridges, some had skipping stones, one had a kind of sculpture that was both a swing and a self-folding door, turning itself seemingly inside out as you walked on it across the stream. It took me four tries to even see the hinges.

I don’t quite remember at what point he simply picked me up and started hauling, but I put up no defense. Not when we were walking by a whole set of roses she had somehow suspended in mid-air, stalks drifting into a vaporous sub-dimension two feet above the ground. I’d lived most of my life in and around Chafrium. I’d never seen anyone use magic solely to create beauty. There might have been tears in my eyes.

At some point they wrangled me into a sub foyer of a sub foyer where only servants with muddy feet or dirty aprons dared tread. Until a charming woman of indeterminate years appeared. She wore a glamer which I could see through with partial clarity. Enough to recognize her: Baroness Dvorhah, scion of the eleventh rank, wine maiden of the King himself. Underneath her humble disguise the Baroness wore a glittering tapestry of black on black. Black crepes and silks. Black leather woven with black metal. Onyx and black diamonds for buttons; death sapphires in her hair. She was a raven personified, a lithe and spectral vision of Elven beauty, with endless eyes and a rare ample figure.

Of course, I might just be a bit of a fan from my all-black-outfit days when she was the unofficial Gothic priestess of the Drowning Ones, having been televised at the Grand Seneschal’s jazz gala. Our elf in black; the death elfess. In person, she was so much more. She said little but handed me a cup of steaming wine, scented with herbs and some kind of spiced sugar. I sipped while she smiled at me. Somehow, I knew better than to admit I could see beyond her glamer.

Which meant my etiquette ring had upgraded as well. Later it would hit me that it should have worked with The Seneschal. Later still, it struck me that it had. Which was well after they’d sucker punched me into a different millennium. But for now, I simply vacillated between staggered awe and exhausted indifference. The gardens had been a wonder and the Baroness a strange flower in the darkness. She clarified in her elegance the difference between necromancy and respect for death.

All in handing me a cup of wine. It made so little sense. That morning I had been happily idle, puttering at half speed with my gorm-orcs and pruning shears. Content to be no one of consequence, anonymously managing a little corner of subsection of someone else’s lesser estate. Then they’d shown me the Duchess’s gardens. Shown me what the other side of Elves might be.

Well, there was that little interlude where I absorbed the life force and power of nearly a dozen dozens marauders, including an actual master sorcerer and some giants with sparkblood. That might have had some small effect on my current unsettled state. My inventory of the rings proved chilling. Ten on my hands and four in my ears. Thirteen rings occupying fourteen slots. Hence their interwoven nature. I’d read about it in book we’d taken from a reanimated artisanal mage from the Nine Reefs deadworld.

Thirteen spheres in fourteen orbits bypassed both time and spatial reality to create a quantum link. I had only understood about seventy percent of the translation. Which itself had been done cheaply, with a four copper conjure and demon’s wart-frog for assistance. So maybe it had been a fairly reckless idea to use that as the basis of my rings. In my defense, it was billed in the book as a major time and energy saver. The mages’ equivalent of leftover soup, where you tie scraps of magic together and power them at minimal cost. Cheap and cheerful magic. To build a device. Rings, device, they had sounded close enough so I proceeded. In my head an imaginary list of the thirteen popped forth:

Healing. Yeah, that had worked well. Too well. It had sidestepped the necromantic incantations I’d stitched together to, well, basically stitch together people. No reckoning how’d that gone off the rails.

The Power Spells. The chief misnomer of magic, since they were really the valet, groom, batman, and scullerists spells. Not even spells, more like pow-wows of little effect. Until you Powered them. So clever—get it? Except my clean, polish, and mend pow had gone straight to WOW! That vaguely made sense to me if you followed the lines of enchantment.

Translation. Huh, it was just supposed to help me read simple written instructions, maybe understand directions down the street in the migrant quarter. Full speaking fluency in a random language like Rust Dragon seemed rather much. And also well beyond what the spellwork should have delivered. So again, no clue how I’d managed to accidentally turn myself into a panlinguist.

Etiquette. Seemed to be just fine. Unless you considered the fact that it had somehow given me the godlike power to see through Elven glamers so I could simultaneously react to a disguise and the real person beneath, providing courtesy and comfort to both at once. This had to be some kind of record for exceeding the remit and intention of a basic incantation. How could that even be possible?

Warding Evil Intention. Well yes, upon reflection, this was not woven correctly. Said the necromancer who copied the script from an old book with gravy stains. And of course, I taste tested them because old habits die hard and blood has a very specific taste, especially when used as ink. Somehow the grounding effect had been twisted up with my hex of indefatigability. It might have been my swapping out the Song of Work (which was nine stanzas long and in some weird Fey dialect) for the Wood Vampire’s Chant (which I knew by heart and which was among our less objectionable credos). It did explain how they might be drinking magic and pouring it into the roots of the forest. Except I’d defined the forest as me and the rings—linked by lifeforce. Because, reasons. I had just figured to fix that later on in the process.

Repair and revise. Hmm. Did this explain how the rings were upgrading themselves? The revise pow-wow was truly open-ended. I read somewhere that Terrans had reinvented the Golden Maxim as Plato’s Ideal. Whatever. A repair and revise hex at its most basic did a little jig at the molecular level, turned the Weave right, and maybe added some structural integrity to a broken item. In the hands of an artist, it might add some flourishes. Drinking magic seemed beyond what anyone might term “revision.” Unless it somehow got snagged in whatever the enchantment considered the Golden Maxim for a magic ring. Which would require the enchantment to be sentient, a level of conjuring well beyond my capabilities.

Tea Service. I was scared to try this. What if it summoned a banquet? I still didn’t know if the cant I’d borrowed was for a summoning, a making, or conjure injoinder hex. Was someone elsewhere going to miss their marriage feast because of me?

Green thumb / horticulture. This couldn’t possibly go wrong, could it? Or maybe it was precisely why the gardens affected me so deeply. Another charm to try when our jobs had gotten boring again.

The Invisible Hand. The Noble’s Carriage of minor spells. The all useful, sort of intelligent hand(s) that do what you tell them. Or if they are cast well, what you think. Among grandmasters, they can even do what you secretly desire. I’d have split the difference and gone with thirteen hands doing whatever seemed appropriate. Meaning I slaved them to the other spells. That bode ill given how the vampiric nature of the rings had asserted themselves.

Crafthand. This was supposed to be similar to repair and revise, but with a directed mind. I’d slaved the invisible hands to it from a scrap of blacksmith shanty and some Dweorf’s screed regarding the cutting of stone. Which left a lot of room for error. Crafthand should just augment my repair capability, giving me a fine touch with improving and strengthening things like hedging sheers and lawn scythes. Instead it had helped me heal Rosarth. And maybe recrafted the rings themselves. So yeah, maybe that had not been well thought through. Seemed innocent enough at the time. Also, I had added a small set of lines from an Eldritch manual on repairing magicked goods. Because in a Royal garden we use hexed sheers and pow-wowed mulch. Which coooooould explain the revision of the rings. Yeah, small oops there.

Practical Blessing. This seemed to not yet have started. It was supposed to provide a low-key sphere of protection against sunburn, bug bites, thorns and. stickers, mud in the shoes, paper cuts, and the like. I’d stolen that from some nature cult’s morning prayers. So it was technically an invocation of some god or other. But I’d edited out the god’s name and put in Arüne instead. Dead and unlikely to protest seemed the wisest kind of deity to invoke. Also the sleeping god was the only one I knew about who wasn’t entirely loathsome. It helped she was always dreaming therefore not one iota interested in mortal affairs. I like that in a divine being.

Indefatigability. Don’t let the name impress you. That was what my first Deathknight told me after she handed me the charm. It had a lofty name and a tiny effect. About three cups of kava and a powernap worth of energy. But it also improved health, helped you digest and absorb your food, basically made you just a tiny tiny bit healthier, happier, peppier, faster and able to endure another few minutes of hard work. After years where my only exercise was forced marches coupled with forced starvation and digging up dead bodies at the witching hour, I’d come to sad conclusion that I’d never been picked for robbing the morgues because I lacked the upper body strength and conditioning to sprint around Chafrium with a sack of corpses on my shoulders. I added the charm to give me enough extra heft to keep up with my co-workers. It worried me that I didn’t feel peppier or steppier.

Wild Luck. Bigger Oops. That might have been my second genuinely big mistake after building a quantum positioned computational device out of magic rings. Surely the manuscript wasn’t referring to things like library stacks? Because that would have been a recipe for an Advanced Lovelace Engine. Which was clearly not how you make magic rings for yardwork and chores. Wild magic as a force had been around for years. I’d read a book in the Grand Library which implied it was free magic. As in no work, just grab it and use it. Like someone loaning you a team of mules to plow your field. Side effects might include instability and random changes to the Weave, perhaps the occasional demon summoning which had been thoughtfully checked by me also including a warding of evil intent. But wild luck seemed the easiest and simplest way to extend the limited power of the rings. It had such a simple guiding principle: if it was possible and easy, if there was no other demand on the ley lines and Weave, then a little extra luck could come my way. Well, into the rings which should have been roughly the same thing. Hmm, might explain the whole fiasco. Some of it anyway.

To be fair, more than a little wild luck had come my way. Either the rings had gone haywire or someone had opened a direct tap to a Ley Line and raw Weave before the attack but then had for some reason not used it. While most of my training had been in hardcore necromancy, there had been a rather intensive drilling in magical basics, forensic enchanting, and when I’d shown zero aptitude for depravity and fiendish glee, some remedial time stacking books in the small library of stolen, “borrowed,” and discarded tomes we’d acquired through tomb raids, highway robbery, some light kidnapping, and the occasional hire murder. That might not sound like a good use of a deathmage’s time but a surprising number of robberies and kidnappings turned ugly, providing us with fresh clientele. Ditto subletting to various assassins outside the Guilds’ remit.

None of which had sat well with me nor had I any aptitude to implement. Too weak for a falchion or club, too squeamish to stab children and old men, always asking stupid questions about ethics, yours truly ended up with the rapier, the crossbow, the look-out position or driving the wagon. Sometimes all the above. Consequently, I’d gotten good with weapons and tools that qualified me as a competent guardsman or teamster. And I had ample time and the only lantern—so some of those stolen books ended up taking odd journeys around Chafrium and its doorways.

Gordo’s Big Book of Child’s Forensics had been my favorite (to be fair it was written in High Elvish for “kids” in their 200th year of advanced archmagery and nanotech). Partially because a former owner, mad wizard of some odd screed, had made any number of semi-pornographic margin notes in Goblin; partially because it walked someone through how magic was truly built. I actually understood why the Wood Vampire’s Chant transferred soul force to life roots of the thirsting trees. I could follow how chain reactions in the quark layer of the Weave mattered for Ley Line interaction. Read Gordo’s seven or eight times slowly, mouthing the words and using a dictionary and you too can probably explain a couple fundamentals.

Following Gordo’s principle of least reactive pathways, the Wild Magic must have tapped into an open Ley Line. Which meant some major magic had been activated but not used. Had D’Soule somehow jury-rigged the Eels to activate but not deploy? That made some sense. Old Blasty Shins comes running up, the Eels deactivated but the lines pouring out energy as if they were in full attack. They activate my circle of evil intent, but lo, a wild luck appears subverting the enchantment just enough to pour all the magic into the roots of the rings and me.

If that were truly the case, then the enchantment would have fused us together. Which meant I could not remove the rings. It hadn’t occurred to me to try. Avoiding the slightly watchful eye of her Majesty of the Black Suavity, I try to causally slip off a ring under my cup of wine. Nothing budges. My fingers glide one to the next, trying to move the rings. They slide a little between the knuckles but refuse to exit a digit. Oops indeed.

The Baroness quietly follows my movements and instinctively I know she’s hip to my act. “They won’t budge. I’ve tried them all. Except for the earrings.”

She smiles and raises a black gloved hand. “May I?”

“Uh, yes, cer…certainly.” Her fingers encircle one of the rings, hot to the touch. Why is the Baroness like a furnace? Her touch is fever, soft and dry kindling little flames of desire. My ears tickle as she gently tugs on the lobes, sliding ring to ring. I try not to tilt my head back, but this is the woman we’ve all been crushing to for years. Here, next to me, cleavage delicately thrust into my face as she caresses a rather delicate portion of my anatomy.

Which shoots a cold bolt through me. Elves. She’s an Elf and whatever else I’ve known in my life no Chafriumite dares let down their guard with an Elf. Ever. Gordo’s Big Book of Child’s Seductions would be a baby shower gift if such a book existed. She nods, as if in approval of both my assessment of the rings and my resistance to her subterfuge.

That draws a queer smile from me and in turn she smiles back. Under the glamer I can see it’s a sad, wistful smile from the Baroness. As if something had been lost, but for her, not me. Ah, sweet innocence. For me to remind her of simpler times meant she either didn’t know where I came from or… becoming the King’s wine maiden made necromancy the far lesser evil. Ouch.

“We concur. They are firmly moored. I shall make the Royal Entourage aware.” That was the voice of a Baroness. So, we had dropped some of the pretense.

“Am I appropriately dressed to see them?” I motioned to my gardening uniform.

“Have you anything else?” That was a fair question. The Tea Service ring had been programmed with a swap and clean enchantment. I’d rigged it to my closet and then in a fit of larcenous weakness, I’d perhaps maybe also just maybe added a few stores on the main avenue with those oh so pretty picture windows. Shiny boots, fine breeches, proper waistcoats and all that. Again, totally something that would have been corrected once I delinked my lifeforce. Especially since I wasn’t clear if the rings would use the Hand, Repair, Revise and Craft to make copies of what I’d seen or simply fetch what existed.

“I might. But I am a little concerned that the results might be…”

She gave me a regal grin, her composure returned and her glamer firmly in place. “More than desired?”

“I don’t quite know where the clothes will come from. Or from whom.”

“Ah, one perceives. Well, I’m sure the Seneschal’s household has a budget for such trivialities. After all, as it was told to me, this only came as a result of someone invading our premises. That would make any happenstance her responsibility.” She gave me another bland smile.

Right. The boss will pay for it out of the fireplace polishing budget. I concentrated, closed my eyes, and flicked my hands. My skin crawled and something silk passed over my face for a trice. Then all was still. When I open my eyes the Baroness’s glamer had all but split open. She stood openly admiring me. I wore a simple tunic of forest green embroidered with the Seneschal’s seal and on my lapels the pips of an Imperial garden boy. Under it lay a cotton hemp work shirt of impossibly fine weave—crème in color, thick and silken to the touch, with turquoise buttons. The trousers were hearty corduroy of deepest russet brown, verging on black, merging with under the knee soft boots perfect for gardening or a casual court appearance. I’d simplified and updated my uniform, now the best dressed garden boy in Chafrium but still just that. Taste, simplicity, protocol, proper rank, deference, all the badges and vanguards just so. It was a pale reflection of the structures and sensibilities I’d witnessed in the gardens. An homage to the infinite taste and restraint of the Elves.

Wow.

From her rather hungry glance, I’d more than mirrored the Elven sensibility of the gardens. I’d somehow translated them into something verging on sublime. Which kindled in her a fire she was powerless to ignore. That was itself the most fascinating aspect of the rings. The translation and etiquette rings were giving me radical insight into Elves and their desires. I’d found the smallest chink in their immortal armor. Beauty.

Wow indeed. It made me shiver with a proper sense of terror. Self-preservation was the alpha and omega when dealing with Elves. For mayflies like me, anonymity was sometimes the only rational defense against the consolidated power and lusts of an entire conquering people. Ones who could remember a minor slight into your great great grandchildren’s days.

If they understood that I could hurt them or even suspected that I suspected it, they might simply squash me like a weevil. I kept my face as blank as could be managed but I’m not particularly skilled at hiding what already exceeded rising terror and was working up to mindless panic.

A warm hand touched me and my eyes were locked upward by the taller women, her glamer barely smoke. The Baroness herself stared at me, her eyes black pools of wisdom and debauchery. “I shall report all I have seen. But my report is only for the Royal Entourage.”

That was supposed to make sense to me. To somehow soothe me. I tried to use my frail mind. Logic, reason, math, anything to slow down the raw fear coursing through my elegantly appareled body. The Royal Entourage were to normal Elves as well, as Elves were to me. Beyond them on every level. Even Lady Dvorhah, least among them, was something almost preternaturally superior to even the highest ranked Grey Elf who did not hold Royal Favor or stand near the throne. Their security was beyond impregnable. A lowly mayfly like me knowing their greatest secrets would be at most a minor inconvenience to the PAWAS. And all I really knew was a rather obvious one. A minor secret, openly stated in textbooks.

Which translated to Calm Down, Breathe Deep, No One Needs To Stomp The Garden Boy Today. So I did. Which shocked us both a bit. I just took a breath and let the nature of the situation guide me. As if by magic a cool calm stole through my veins and like that, all was well. Which set off a slightly less fearful alarm. Like magic. Which implied one of the rings had activated.

If the enchantment had somehow been given limited sentience and taken the Golden Maxim to a particularly radical degree, one might stretch the Practical Blessing to include some kind of soothing ability. But that would essentially require an active and continuous link to the dreaming god and that HAD to be a very bad thing in the long term. Or maybe it had been the healing ring. Panic was almost a physical illness, right? Sure. I was going with that while the lithe woman whose shadow itself seemed to exude sexual desire danced about me, taking little measurements with her perceptive eyes.

Ah those poor Drowning Ones. So fixated on her appearance, on her curves and her tactical deployment of black silk, they missed the blatantly obvious truth: the King’s wine maiden would have to be a serious witch of some sort, especially versed in curses, poisons, and hexes in every variation. This woman was using some inverted form of the Evil Eye, taking in what had been done to me.

It perked me right up. If they weren’t going to kill me, then likely I’d get some answers and maybe a way to pull the rings off while they had saleable value. As much as I was starting to adore their capabilities, these rings powered as they were could buy me a full university course in Magical Arbory, maybe even Advanced Horticultural Wizardry and Hexing. Little singing trees danced before my greedstruck eyes. I might even have enough to live in a safe apartment with my own accommodation.

I saw her make a moue with her lips. Yeah, these rings had sucked up enough energy to be very saleable indeed. I upgraded my imaginary apartment to include some kind of showering apparatus with warm-ish water and two locks on the hearty oak door. If only. Such a lovely dream and maybe if they Elves let me live, if I hadn’t incurred the wrath of the remaining D’Soules, I might see that apartment one day. Something within walking distance of my gardening duties.

Instead of rising and leaving as one would expect when an Elf of Rank announces they make a report, she sat there relaxed and watchful, like a panther about to drop from a tree onto something prey-shaped. Then the Baroness snapped her finger and her wine maiden appeared with two brass cups of steaming brew. She sniffed one, nodded with faint approval, flicked a dismissal to an Elf who ranked so high above me she dared not deign notice me as she served her mistress, and then handed me the remaining cup. “Drink.”

If they meant to poison me, there was no evasion possible. They being various elves, the PAWAS, the Royal Guard, the remainder of the Royal Household, the D’Soules or whoever backed them, etc. etc. etc. etc. The mind boggled with the possible conspirators who might want to do me ill. If you had to go, then well dressed, clean as scrubbed tile, in the company of an exotically powerful and beautiful witch, sipping poison wine in an Elven country estate seemed far better than a rank murderer and graverobber like me probably deserved. I sipped without hesitation.

They had served us steamed white wine with Fig Resin, a weird sparkling syrup that the Drowning Ones claimed was of human invention on some deadworld now abandoned. It tasted sweet, sour, fizzy, warm by temperature, but cold and crisp nonetheless. And highly magical. Something coursed through my veins. Maybe Vragaroot, maybe Tripdust or Mindjuice. It didn’t matter. My pulse raced, the room swirled with colors, the Baroness increased in gravity, sucking me towards her burning aura like a rogue star. The floor helped her, warping and bubbling, as reality splintered into little fractals of broken mirrors shapes with green mist pouring out of the cracks.

Now this should have been the highlight or lowlight of my life, depending on how terrifying the weirdness got. But something cold and rational started to assert itself from under my skin. A voice of sorts, a kind of thinking resonance, an assurance. It’s an illusion.

That’s all it said. Rather it’s all I said to myself. Or my rings said to me, or maybe the rings and I decided together. The damned things had fused with me after all. At some point they had become me, which also had the disconcerting effect of forcing me to consider in the middle of my buzzkill burst of rationality, that I might be the magic device powering the rings. The whole illusion collapsed in what became an amused vortex of self-incriminating finger pointing and second guessing. What if I had screwed up the enchantment so badly that I was basically the rings and the enchantment inside the thirteen was metaphorically wearing me. Whoa. That was both plausible and extra weird. A kind of absurd paradox that only someone who’d been crazy enough to mix craft magic with necromancy, worship of a dead god, some basic construct and conjuration enchantments with the core power spells and what we called the butlering complex [shortcut spells for butlers, ladies in waiting, batmen, and adjutants] would manage to bring into being. And gods forfend but we really didn’t know how they’d made the power and butlering spells. Not at all. We used them happily but no one seemed to actually know how they worked or why.

There I was, high as kite on what I now surmised must be a rare kind of Elven poison, the best and most lethal kind: King’s Wine. It was literally the wine they served Elven Royalty, with the ironic name because it tended to kill ersatz rulers and other kinds of intrusive males who tried to supplant the Queens. But it was just wine—albeit highly alkaloid and poisonous to anyone not of Grey Elven extraction. Even other Elves found it hard to manage. Next to me stood a rather concerned Wine Witch, watching for who knew what. And I’m walking down a cold icy staircase of logic, reason, and self-awareness to reality. Not very poisoned after all and rapidly gaining control of my limbs, faculties, spleen, and various other spasming organs. Sure, the world looked bonkers, but I knew it was fake. Felt the sure trappings of the anchorstones beneath my feet. Suddenly the very real but ancient glamers on the walls, servants, the stones and doors started to stutter.

Part of me laughed as it became certain they’d poisoned me after all. The Elves always did like a gamble. Not to kill me but to simply see what happened. If a magical attack had been absorbed, then what would a magical poison do? Simple science. Vicious, dangerous, mad science to be sure. But that was Elves for you. Not exactly averse to putting other people in danger. It was kind of the point of having Imperial Garden Boys.

The merging of me and the rings meant I’d well and truly screwed the pooch on this thing. Gone were my dancing trees and paid days at the academy. I’d merged with some kind of dangerous consciousness, something not entirely asleep or unaware which. Could well be using me to walk around and run chores. Yay. But it also meant I needed to review the thirteen slots, because I’d linked some of my soulself and the various energy points within me to these rings while fashioning my shortcuts. It meant, Arüne spare me, I’d created a double helix of magic and there were not thirteen but twenty-six powers attached to this damned quantum field pouring through me.

I tilted an eye at the Baroness and the various servants who flickered in and out of sight, like a lantern strobe at a Drowning Ones night dance. Time itself seemed suspended, as it were dripping down like honey. Right. I was stuck in my own mind, fighting my way out of the illusions, experiencing a side effect—hyperthought—which tended to be great for sex addicts and mentalists, not so good for those dying slowly of the poison. For them it would feel like eons of pain, all of it made worse by the phantasmagoria assaulting their malfunctioning senses. That was assuredly Elves for you.

Double Helix. Thirteen rings with thirteen hidden necromantic paths. Uuuuugh. Unbidden the list came back to me. I had important things to do, like figure out what was really the floor then try to stop shaking and drooling like a dying idiot. But no, thanks to the poison and maybe a deep desire to really know what had been done to me [because who wants to take responsibility for doing it to their own damned selves?], the list of my rings had to take front and center in my frozen spinning mind.

Healing. What had I used to power that? Right, the Invex Codex of the Lord Lichgod Ninefinger, Tailor of Flesh. What a horrible name and true to form, the Invex Codex had some pretty ugly parts. Which come to think of it I had trimmed a wee bit, swapped some of the wood vampire language [and core logic] and then bound together with a little speed hex. Days to hours and all that.

The Power Spells. Much easier. I’d simply tied them to my heart point. The idea being that most excess energy like fear, rage, despair, and so on pooled in this spot. For a quick slap of polish and dusting of shoes, it would barely put a dent in the swirl of human
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