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Introduction


By

S.J. Tucker

 


Stories have power.

I learned this as a small child at my
grandfather’s knee. Without our stories, we have no way of knowing
who we are or where we came from.

The last words I ever heard my
grandfather say were “Don’t forget who you are.” I think I have
made him proud in this respect, but he made it relatively easy for
me never to forget—it was through his voice that I came to know my
family’s particular folklore. The man could tell a familiar yarn
for the thousandth time, one that we all knew by heart, and stretch
it out for an hour or more to leave us laughing heartily at the
conclusion. With such memories and tales celebrated in the telling,
I cannot help but know where I came from.

Since the death of both of my
grandparents, every time I hear a new bit of family lore from my
mother or one of my uncles, I write it down and add it to a file of
tidbits that would otherwise be lost and forgotten. As a songwriter
in the Pagan community, I am often the net for similar story
catching efforts in covens, groves and groups across the continent.
Thus it is with delight that I lure you in to this cauldron, this
collection, this constellation of Pagan tales told by Pagan
authors.

All of us who walk a spiritual path of
any kind are by necessity master storytellers, doing our best to
live life with our eyes open and our hearts aware, so when someone
comes along who really needs to hear a certain tale, we may tell it
and help them find what they are looking for.

What you’ll discover in these pages is
not only a story collection, but also the set of keys to many
mysteries—a book of maps shared and walked by others who would show
you all of their favorite grottoes, their most beloved secret paths
and trails, and turn you joyfully loose to wander where you will.
Herein you’ll find much of the heart-rending, much of the
mysterious, and maybe, just maybe, a whole batch of whimsical and
spiritual clues to truths that you yourself have sought along your
way.

I honor these brave writers for putting
their faith and their thoughts where their words are. Stories like
those which you will find here give us roots and solid earth to
stand upon, glimpses of experiences shared and lessons learned.
Without them, we have no home. If we choose to keep them in our bag
of tricks, we find we have starlight to steer by and wonders to
believe in.

We are here so that the stories get
told.

May we each find our way, keep learning
as we grow and change, and live to tell the tale again and
again.

 



 


* * * * *

 


Etched Offerings

 By

Inanna Gabriel

 


The warrior looked over
the field, at the bodies of the slain and at his living companions
who were also surveying the bloodied ground. They had suffered many
losses, but had triumphed against the raiders come to take their
land. The blood spilled this day would prevent much
more.

He approached a fallen
enemy and knelt beside the body. “Thank you, brother,” he said to
the man’s departed spirit. “You have given your life in this battle
so that future generations might live in peace. Though we
approached from different sides of this field, your sacrifice is
still acknowledged.” He pressed his thumb and finger into the wet
red wound on the man’s chest. He pulled an arrow from the quiver at
his back with the other hand, then ran his bloodied fingers along
the shaft, coating it with his fallen enemy’s blood.

“I share in your
sacrifice, my brother in battle,” the warrior continued, as he
shifted the arrow in his grip. He pressed the sharpened edge along
his palm just under the thumb. When a line of blood welled to the
surface, he ran the cut along the shaft, so that his blood and that
of the other man were mixed. He touched his palm to the dead man’s
forehead, leaving a smear of his own blood, then stood.

“Thank you Great Mother,”
he called out, “for our successful battle this day. Please accept
the fallen back into your bosom, both those of our tribe as well as
our enemies.” He drew his bow and shot the arrow into the
sky.

 


Kùna read over the story as the ink
dried on the scrap of animal skin. It wasn’t the best she’d ever
written, but she was proud of it. Her stories were gifts to the
Goddess, after all; they were each a source of pride for her. Once
she was sure it wouldn’t smear, she rolled up the skin and started
towards the Hùa t’agí.

She left the river bank where she’d
composed her tale and stepped into the forest. She was about
halfway through the woods when a creature fell from the branches
above her head with a snarl. Unshaken, Kùna looked at the figure
now crouched on the ground before her. “Rìfi,” she said. “Does
mother know you’re so far from the village on your own?”

Rìfi smiled, standing up from his
crouch. “Of course,” he said, a glint in his lying green
eyes.

Kùna smiled back, despite her effort
not to. “Well, when you’re found out and put to work scooping up
after the animals, don’t come to me to lie for you.”

“I’d never!” He put a hand
to his chest as though wounded by the accusation.

“Certainly not,” Kùna said,
smirking. She resumed her walk.

“Where are you going,
anyway?” Rìfi asked, trotting alongside her.

In response, Kùna held up the rolled
skin and waved it.

“Ah, the Hùa t’agí again.
What do you do in there, anyway?”

“I give the stories to
Nakayán,” Kùna explained.

“And what does Nakayán do
with them then?”

“She gives them to the
Goddess, of course.” Rìfi was doing the asking-lots-of-questions
thing again, which Kùna had little patience for. Their mother told
her often that she’d had the same affliction at his age, but Kùna
wasn’t sure she believed it. She could never have been so
bothersome as her young brother.

“What does that mean?” Rìfi
asked, carrying on with his bad habit. “How does she give them to
the Goddess? And why? What does The Great Mother want with a bunch
of made up stories?”

“You ask too many
questions.” Kùna picked up her pace, hoping to get to the Hùa t’agí
and away from Rìfi soon.

“Lukán says there’s no such
thing as too many questions,” Rìfi insisted.

“Yes,” Kùna conceded. “I
know he does. But very few agree with that attitude.”

“He says that those who ask
the most questions grow to be wise elders.”

“That he does. It’s still
very annoying to the rest of us.”

Rìfi shrugged and picked up a stick. He
began beating at the underbrush and the tree trunks as they
continued to walk. “Anyway,” he said. “You didn’t answer me. Why
does the Goddess want stories?”

Kùna opened her mouth to answer, but no
words came; she wasn’t sure why they wrote stories to give to the
Great Mother. As far back as she could remember, there had been
those in the village who’d written stories, the Kanaragín, and
taken them to the Hùa t’agí to be given. Their grandmother had been
a Kanaragí; it was she who’d suggested that Kùna continue the
tradition.

“Well?”

“I—” she began, but didn’t
finish. It might not be the best idea to admit to Rìfi that she had
no real idea of the reason behind her life’s work. “I can’t tell
you until you’re older,” she said instead.

Rìfi narrowed his eyes and studied her.
“I don’t believe you,” he said at last.

She shrugged. “Well,” she said. “It’s
too bad if you don’t; I’m still not going to tell you.”

“Fine,” Rìfi said. He threw
down his stick and turned away, heading off into the
woods.

 


“Ah, Kùna,” Nakayán said,
pressing Kùna's warm hand with her thinner, cooler one. The older
woman then stepped aside, so that Kùna could enter the Hùa t’agí.
“Have you come with another tale for the Great Mother so
soon?”

“I have, Deragí.” She
addressed the older woman by her title as the High Priestess of the
Kanaragín. “It is a story of a warrior and his code of
honor.”

“That shall please the
Goddess very much,” said Nakayán.

“I hope that it does,” Kùna
said, making a humble bow as she handed the rolled skin to the
priestess.

Nakayán placed the skin in a basket
that already held several others. At the end of the Moon’s cycle,
they would vanish, taken away to another chamber that Kùna had yet
to see. Only the Àpa Kanaragín, the master storytellers, were
granted access to the Nalàkara t'agí.

“May the Goddess grant you
all her many blessings, Kanaragí,” Nakayán said. As she spoke, she
dipped her fingertip into a dish of golden yellow powder. Kùna
stood still as the older woman traced over the rìmma t'agí, the
mark of the Kanaragí, on her brow. Each Kanaragí was given the
mark, a simple glyph formed of lines and curves. The mark was given
upon the Kanaragí’s first story offering, and re-traced each time a
new offering was made. After many, many offerings, it would become
permanent, forever marking Kùna as one of the Goddess’s Àpa
Kanaragín.

After marking Kùna’s brow, Nakayán
turned away, the brief ceremony complete.

“Nakayán?” Kùna
said.

“Yes, dear?” Nakayán said,
turning. She seemed not the least bit bothered by the further
request of her attention.

“I don’t know if you can
answer this, if I’ve yet earned the right to be told, but…” She
trailed off, afraid it would seem impertinent to the
Deragí.

“You can ask anything,
child,” Nakayán said. “The worst that can happen is you’re denied
knowledge you already do not possess, and so what loss is that?” A
smile played across her wrinkled face, making her dark eyes
twinkle.

Encouraged, Kùna finished her question.
“Why do we give stories to the Goddess? What does She want of
them?”

Nakayán’s smile widened, and she nodded
as though in triumph. “My dear,” she said through her grin. “You
had not earned the right to be told that, as you put it, until the
moment you asked. It is the question itself that wins that
particular secret. Follow me.” Nakayán drew aside the pelt covering
an opening opposite the entrance to the hut.

The square room was small, as was
necessitated by the size of the hut nestled into the base of the
hill, but was stacked nearly floor to ceiling with story skins.
Kùna tried, amazed, to estimate the number of stories the great
piles of skins represented, but her mind was unequal to the task.
“How many…” she began to ask, but trailed off.

“Ah, child,” said Nakayán,
smiling. “These are only the stories from the past nine moon
cycles. They are kept here to accumulate for each turn of the Great
Wheel, after which they are moved into the true Nalàkara
t'agí."

“The true—”

“Yes,” Nakayán said, showing
no apparent irritation with Kùna’s half-finished
queries.

“Come, child,” she said. She
drew back yet another hanging skin, and led the way out the other
side of the room.

Kùna nearly fell to her knees. Her
assumption that the Hùa t'agí sat against the hill had been wrong;
she now understood the truth of it. The chamber existed inside the
massive swell of Earth, in a magnificent cave that seemed to
comprise the entire interior of the hollow hill.

At the center of the great cavern
burned a fire, the smoke drifting upward in a narrow column to the
ceiling where it escaped through a fissure above. Around the fire
were flattened logs; Kùna could almost see the Àpa Kanaragín
gathered, sharing their stories in this secret, sacred place.
Between the benches were woven baskets with covers. Kùna wondered
what they held, but her attention didn’t linger with them
long.

Far from the center, the walls of the
round chamber were covered with story skins, facing outward so as
to be readable, but hung many layers deep. If the number in the
antechamber had staggered Kùna’s mind, the quantity in here all but
overwhelmed it. The skins covered the stone walls about
three-fourths of the way around the circular cave. At the edges,
where the skins ended, were two great stacks of flat stones, piled
higher than Kùna could reach. Higher still, they came across,
resting on a shelf in the rock; a solid wall of slate tablets that
reached almost to the cave ceiling.

Kùna took a step towards the arch of
slate. When Nakayán didn’t admonish her, she continued until she
was close enough to have touched. She was awestruck by the depth of
the slate. She could have lain down on the cave floor with her arms
stretched over her head, and the deep wall of tablets would still
have extended beyond her toes. She knew that the layers of hanging
story skins must have been just as deep.

And then, her attention shifted to what
lay within the wide arch made by the countless slate
tablets.

It appeared the actual cave wall was
exposed within the arch. Upon the wall were etched images, figures
of people and animals, and of the Sun and the Moon. There were
several large human figures standing together, holding spears. A
smaller figure stood apart from them, but looked towards them. The
same small figure, or at least one that looked much like it, stood
on the other side of the group of animals. Following this first
group of images were more, all including the small human figure.
Kùna could tell that there was a sequence to the images, as though
they were telling a story using crude pictures and
ideas.

“This is why we write our
stories,” Nakayán said from close behind Kùna’s back.

She had become so enraptured by the
myriad skins and tablets, and by this glorious etching on the wall,
that she’d forgotten there was another person in the room.
Forgotten, almost, that there was another person in the whole
world. She tore her attention from the story before her and turned
to face the Deragí.

“This is why we give our
stories to the Goddess. Come.”

The old Àpa Kanaragí walked towards the
central fire and took a seat on one of the log benches. She
gestured to Kùna to sit down across from her. While Kùna did so,
the Deragí picked up a long, blackened stick from beside the basket
nearest her and stoked the dwindling fire until it glowed once
again.

Nakayán lifted the top from the basket
nearest her and reached inside. She withdrew her hand, and it was
filled with ground flowers and leaves. “Great Mother,” she began,
her eyes closed. She spoke to the Goddess, but kept the handful of
ground flowers close to her mouth, as though using her breath to
infuse them with her prayer. “We have come into your chamber to
share stories in Your name. With our stories, as with our lives, we
honor You.” Her prayer finished, the High Priestess tossed the
flowers into the fire. It flared yellow and green, something in the
flowers burning very differently than the wood. The color change
lasted only seconds; when the flames returned to orange, the cave
filled with the wonderful, rich scent of the incense.

And then, the Deragí began her
tale.

“Long before many, many
turns of the Great Wheel there lived a girl named Nùva. From the
time she was a small child, there was nothing that Nùva wanted more
than to be a great huntress. All of the hunters in her tribe,
however, were men, and her mother and grandmother insisted that she
would never take a place among them. They explained to her that the
women were needed to prepare the meat that the men brought back,
and to take care of the children. The women also gathered the
fruits, roots and seeds the tribe ate when there wasn’t meat
available. The women had many valuable roles in their tribe, they
told her, and she couldn’t reject her responsibility.

“But Nùva hated preparing
the meat, and was secretly annoyed by the cries of the small ones.
She enjoyed gathering fruits, but was never as good at it as the
other girls. She had no instinct for selecting the ripest pieces,
for knowing when to pluck something from the tree and when to leave
it to grow.

“She always knew, however,
when there were herds nearing their lands. She paid attention to
the patterns in their movements, and to their moods and behaviors.
She always knew when the animals were on their guard, and when they
were most approachable.

“When Nùva was nearly a
woman, but not quite, she became determined to prove her worth as a
huntress.

“On a day in the beginning
of the cold period, when the day and night times were equal, Nùva
crept from her hut very early in the morning, long before Father
Sun had shown his bright face. She made her way to the valley where
she knew the herd would be gathering, tucked herself into a small
space behind two trees, and waited.

“Her instincts were correct;
a herd of elk came into the valley just as the light of Father Sun
began to wash across the grassy Earth. She closed her eyes,
concentrating, until she could sense the mood of the
animals.

“They were calm today, and
would be less skittish about her presence than most times. She
waited, allowing them to find their places and to settle into
grazing on the high, stiff grass. Once they were all still and
eating, she crept out from the trees behind which she’d been
hidden.

“She stepped forward, into
their midst, and they allowed her to walk among them. She looked
down the sloping hill, covered with grazing animals, and selected a
smaller one at the edge of the group. She advanced from among the
herd, knowing that an attack from that direction would be the least
expected.

“She approached the young
elk. It was smaller than most of the others, but still stood tall
enough that its shoulders were even with hers. She reached out and
reached her arms around its thick neck. ‘Had I a weapon,’ she
whispered into its furry ear, ‘you would be in my fire this
night.’

“But, of course, Nùva did
not have a weapon, as she wasn’t part of the Hunt. She let go of
the creature, satisfied for the time being in the knowledge that no
other hunter in the tribe could have gotten so close to the animal
without driving the entire herd into a panicked stampede. She
returned to her hut, determined to prove to the others that she
deserved to join the Hunt.

“Many cycles of the Moon
passed after that first venture into the herd. Nùva continued to go
among the grazing herds whenever she could be by herself near them.
She grew more familiar with the movements of the elk, the deer, and
even the bison, and further developed her skill at judging their
moods and reactions. She sharpened a stone and began using it to
cut off tufts from the nape of her chosen prey each time, from the
spot where her arrow or blade would have pierced. She kept the
tufts hidden in her hut, trophies for kills she was not permitted
to make.

“All the while Nùva was
making her secret forays among the herds, she was of course
required to continue her duties preparing the meat that the real
hunters brought back, caring for the young ones, and, when the land
was fruiting once again, gathering food. She found she enjoyed
these tasks even less now that she’d proven, at least to herself,
that she had worth as a huntress. The women around her marveled at
the man who brought down the biggest beast, or who played the key
role in the hunt. Nùva enjoyed hearing the tales of the hunts as
much as did the other women, but rather than fawning over the lead
huntsman, she instead wished she could ask him what it felt like,
how he made the choices he made that had brought down the great
animal. She also wished, often, that she could have her chance to
best that hunter, to prove herself worthier even than most skilled
hunters the tribe. She knew, given the chance, that she could do
so.

“‘Nùva!’ her mother snapped
one evening. ‘You’re not turning the spit!’

“Nùva looked down to see
that her mother was right; she’d become distracted, thinking about
how the elk had been taken down, and had forgotten all about
turning the spit to cook the meat evenly. There was a long, dark
streak on the leg, where the fire had begun to lick and burn. The
flesh on the opposite side was wet and raw. She’d have to pay extra
attention now, giving the rest of the leg equal attention as it
turned while skipping past the burnt section each pass, so as not
to continue overcooking it.

“‘You never pay attention to
your work,’ her mother chided.

“Nùva couldn’t argue, so she
didn’t try. She wished more than anything to cry to her mother that
it was because she didn’t want to be cooking the flesh of an
already-slain beast, but rather desired to be the one to have
brought it down. She’d learned many turns of the Wheel ago,
however, that such cries only angered her mother.

“So, Nùva continued to turn
the spit slowly, giving it a quick jerk each time the dark stripe
grew near the fire. After a time, the slow-slow-quick pattern
became a steady, hypnotic rhythm. She fell again into dreams of
stalking the large elk across the plain.

“A scream and a crash broke
her from her reverie. She looked up, this time no one was concerned
that she was leaving the meat in place to burn. More shouts
followed, and the sound of things falling to the ground,
shattering. Soon, the very earth rumbled beneath them. She and her
mother stood, though since there was no way to tell what danger
approached, or from which direction, they remained frozen in
place.

“The threat soon made itself
apparent, as a huge bison burst through the reed wall of their hut.
Nùva’s mother threw herself out of the way of the raging beast,
screaming. She pressed herself into the space where wall and floor
met, drawing up into a tight ball.

“Nùva moved out of the way
as well, but didn’t cower. She pressed her back against the hut
wall, but remained standing, watching the animal. She studied its
movements until she’d found the pattern in them. The animal was
panicked and confused, not understanding what it meant to be
indoors, but still there was a logic to its steps and
turns.

“Once she understood the
chaotic dance, she knew she could resolve the problem. She darted
to the central fire. She snatched up the cooking blade that lay on
the outer stones, then leapt back to her place along the wall. She
again watched the beast for several heartbeats, letting her focus
fall into its lunatic rhythm. When she felt herself again in tune
with its mad thrashings, she placed the blade between her teeth,
and pounced.

“She hurled herself onto the
back of the beast, landing so that she hung from one side of its
thick neck. The bison dragged her as it bucked and charged about
the hut. With a great wail, it threw itself against another wall,
nearly trampling her mother, and crashed back out into the setting
light of Father Sun.

“Nùva held on, allowing
herself to be pulled along by the charging creature. She heard the
cries of several of the hunters, telling her to let go. She heard
more than one of them shout promises to save her, though none
actually moved to do so. Nùva was well aware that it had been these
same hunters who’d spooked the animal and sent it rampaging into
the village in the first place. She would rather they kept their
distance now.

“She tightened her grip on
the animal’s neck, drawing herself in closer. She pulled its thick
fur tight in her hands, anchoring herself with great fistfuls of
hair. She pulled until she’d drawn herself fully up onto the
beast’s back. Still the men shouted at her, but she ignored them,
focusing on the task at hand.

“Nùva pressed herself flat
along the back of the bison, still holding tight with both hands to
its matted, dark brown fur. Concentrating, she let go with her
right hand. She raised the free hand to her mouth and took the
weapon from between her teeth. With only one hand now holding her
in place, she began to slip, and so knew she had to move fast. She
grasped the handle of the knife with the point facing inward. Then,
she brought her hand back around the beast’s neck, and drove the
blade in deep.

“The bison roared and
bucked, fighting against this unexpected attack. Nùva held fast,
one hand still full of fur, the other remaining on her weapon. The
animal was in pain, and its movements grew erratic, but it wasn’t
yet showing signs that it was going to die. Knowing what she had to
do, Nùva took a deep breath and readied herself.

“She pulled the knife out of
the beast’s neck with a jerk; it came away wet with blood that ran
down her hand and arm. She squeezed its flanks with her thighs to
hold herself in place. Gouts of blood poured from the hole left
behind by the knife, which she knew would help stop the creature.
She needed to pierce its heart, however; she wasn’t certain her
short blade was long enough to do that.

“But she knew she had to
try.

“She flattened herself
harder still against the animal’s back. It bucked and spun, even
wilder now that it had been injured, determined to get this human
off of its back.

“She pulled the weapon back
yet again, aiming lower this time, as far down on the animal’s
front as she could reach without becoming unseated. She squeezed
with her left arm and both legs, pressing herself hard as she drove
the blade again into the bucking beast.

“Her knife found a more
vulnerable spot this time. There was less strength in the noise the
bison made than before, as it ran short of breath. It continued to
pitch and lunge, but it slowed, each thrashing movement less potent
than the previous one. Nùva held fast to her weapon. As her prey
showed signs of succumbing at last, she pressed on the blade,
twisting it, causing as much damage as she could. She smelled the
bison’s blood in the air, felt the hot liquid as it poured over her
hands.

“The animal’s movements
became halting. It jerked forward, then paused. It tottered to one
side, and Nùva feared it would fall with her underneath. It paused
again, then its front legs buckled. It was then that Nùva took her
chance and sprang from its back, pulling the knife from the
creature's flesh. She stood back, ready to lunge yet
again.

“Only once she was standing
still, waiting for the beast to go down, did Nùva notice that the
entire village surrounded her, watching. A lock of hair came away
from her braid and fell into her face. She wiped it away with the
back of the hand that held the knife, not thinking until she felt
the sticky, cooling blood streak across her brow. She smiled to
herself, imagining the fierce look it would lend her. Already she
was aware that no one would ever dare deny her the title of
Huntress after this day.

“Finally, the beast fell to
the ground and did not get up. One of the hunters called to his
companions, moving to close on the beast and finish it
off.

“‘No!’ Nùva commanded,
pointing at him with her bloodied knife. ‘This kill is
mine.’

“There was hesitation on
their faces, but it was more shame than doubt. That a girl not even
a woman yet could have taken down the animal that had escaped their
hunt and endangered the village was no doubt a grave humiliation
for them.

“Nùva cared nothing for
their egos. She stepped forward, approaching the dying animal with
respect. She knelt beside it, her knife ready. ‘I regret, fallen
one, that our battle was so brutal. It would never have been my
intention to make you suffer such pain and fear. You should have
stayed out of our village, but I do thank you, for you have given
me the chance to prove myself that my tribe would not allow. I will
never forget your sacrifice.’ And, with that, she lifted her knife
and finished her prey.

“The following day, the men
of the tribe set to rebuilding Nùva and her mother's ruined hut
while the women skinned and prepared the bison that Nùva had slain.
All the women, that is, except for Nùva herself. Nùva would never
prepare meat with the women again. She, just as each hunter was
allowed after an important kill, was left to reflect on her deed,
and to spend time in meditation.

“She was not told upon what
she should meditate, as were none of the hunters. Each Huntsman for
the tribe was expected to find his own way within his (and now her)
thoughts and prayers. Nùva spent the day inside of a large, empty
cave. She thought about how long she’d dreamt of becoming a great
huntress, of all the time she’d spent walking amongst the herds.
She thought about arguing with her mother when she was younger,
insisting that she should be allowed to join the hunt. She thought
about what her life would be like in the future, now that she was
about to take her place among the hunters, the tribe’s first
huntress, after all.

“She thought also about
telling the tale of her first kill. Already, many had asked her
what it had been like to ride the back of the beast, what it had
been like to feel its life driven out under her hand. She knew that
they would later ask how she knew what to do, how she’d been able
to predict the animal’s movements well enough to know when to
pounce, when to jump back away.



“All of these tales she
would tell, over and over, for the rest of her life. They were
each, she realized, gifts from the Goddess. In her reflections, it
came to her that all of our lives, every great day, and even every
uneventful one, are stories given to us by the Great
Mother.

“Nùva had said many thanks
to the Goddess already for her success in the hunt, and for her
chance, at last, to prove herself worthy to the tribe as Huntress.
But once she’d come to understand that all of the stories of our
lives are the Great Mother’s gifts, she wanted to thank her, as
well, for those stories. She decided that the most fitting way to
thank the Goddess for the stories of our lives would be by giving
new stories back to Her.

“Nùva chose to begin with
the story of her own first hunt. She found a hard stone on the cave
floor, one of the same type she’d sharpened so long before to cut
tufts of hair from her imagined prey as they grazed. She spent
several hours sharpening the stone against the floor of the cave,
until it was sharp enough to cut into the softer stone of the cave
wall.

“Her tribe had no written
language, and so she told her tale in pictures. She carved out her
life’s tale in images, starting with her desire early in life to
become a great huntress, and the denial she received. She drew
herself going among the herd, of moving with them and taking their
hair in lieu of their blood. She showed herself and her mother in
their hut, the maddened bison charging through the wall. She drew
herself on its back, riding it through the village, her blade
buried in its throat. She drew her triumph after the kill, her
pride and her deep thanks to the Great Mother.

“Finally, she drew herself
there in the cave, carving out the first story, the story of her
life, on the wall.”

Nakayán stopped speaking then, her tale
over. Suspecting something, Kùna looked around the cavern once
again, at all the story skins hanging from the walls. At all the
tablets piled up at the edges of the skins, forming their arch. And
then, she looked at the etching on the cave wall within the frame
made by the slate. Without looking back at Nakayán, without a word,
she stood from her place before the fire and crossed the cave. She
approached the wall within the arch, studying the drawings as she
drew nearer. She gasped.

“Yes,” said Nakayán, her
voice so close that Kùna jumped. She hadn’t heard the Deragí
approaching, so focused on the wall had she been. “This is the cave
to which Nùva was sent to reflect. It was here that she made the
decision to offer her gift of story to the Great
Mother."

Kùna looked at the pictures on the cave
wall with new eyes. She’d been able to tell before that there had
been a sequence to the images, but now Nùva’s story came alive
before her. The large group of male figures was, of course, the
hunters whom Nùva had wanted so badly to join. The small figure,
staring with longing towards both the hunters and the herd, was
Nùva herself. The procession of images showed Nùva tracking the
herd, touching one of their number on the neck, unarmed.

There, too, was the hut into which the
bison had raged, followed by Nùva on its back, riding it out into
the sunlight, and felling it. The final image was of Nùva in this
very cave, carving out her story. The image just before that last
one, however, was of the huntress standing triumphant, holding the
bison’s great horns above her head, towards the sky. Kùna’s hand
rose absently to her own brow, to the golden glyph there that
marked her as a Kanaragí. She recognized the shape of the glyph in
the horns above Nùva’s head. The mark declared her not just a
Kanaragí, but a member of Nùva’s own line.

She reached out, wanting to touch the
wall, to feel with her fingers the lines and edges of the ancient
scratchings before her. “Go ahead,” said Nakayán.

Kùna let her fingertips brush the
pictures, an almost superstitious hesitation filling her. She’d
been so engrossed in Nùva’s story, so compelled by its telling; it
seemed impossible that this before her was the actual tale, etched
out in stone by Nùva herself, as though she were reaching out from
the past and returning Kùna's touch. Kùna could almost feel Nùva’s
fingertips instead of the hard cave wall.

“This is why we tell our
stories,” Nakayán continued. “This is why we write them out and
bring them here, to the Nalàkara t'agí. Because long, long ago a
wise girl, and a great Huntress, felt the need to offer her own
story to the Great Mother in thanks. She shared what she’d done,
and others in her tribe began to share their own stories, as well.
They carved them out on stone tablets, which you see stacked here
at your feet.

“After many turns of the
Great Wheel, they found thinner stone; those are stacked nearer the
top. They developed better tools with which to mark the stone, and
along with the ability to create finer, more delicate images, they
developed a crude language to replace the pictures they once
used.

“Eventually, our ancestors
found a way to concentrate the colors from the darkest of plants
and use it to mark on the stretched skins of animals, as we do
today. They left off carving their stories on the slate, and began
hanging the skins on the walls instead.

“Many, many turns of the
Great Wheel from now, our children’s children’s children will find
yet another new way to put down their tales. And the children of
their grandchildren, another way still. But it is my sincerest hope
that, no matter how many new ways we find in the future of
presenting our stories that we shall never cease to tell them. And
that we shall never forget that they are offerings to the Great
Mother, gifts of thanks for the stories of our lives that she gives
to each of us every day.”

Kùna closed her eyes, her fingers
lingering just a moment longer on the cave wall before her, the
etched offering to the Great Mother that began it all. “Thank you,”
she whispered to Nùva, willing her words to travel through time
into the past, in the hope that Nùva would understand what a
powerful thing she began with the tale of her life and her first
hunt. Then, her thanks spoken, she stepped back from the wall and
allowed herself to be led back out of the cavern.

“Nakayán,” she said, before
taking her leave.

“Yes, child?”

“My youngest brother, Rìfi,
wanted to know about what we do. How much of the story you told me
today am I permitted to share with him?”

“Tell him…” the Deragí
began, and then trailed off, seeming to consider her response.
“Tell him as much as you believe he’ll understand.”

Kùna smiled. “That’ll be all of it, I
expect.”

“In that case,” Nakayán
said, returning the smile. “Tell him all. And then send him here.
We can always use another Kanaragí; we can never thank the Goddess
enough for our stories, after all.”

Kùna stepped back out of the Hùa t'agí
and into the bright, warm light of the Sun. She squinted, looking
up at the sky. She watched a bird fly overhead, meeting another and
circling in song before continuing on their way together. She
wondered where they were going, and what adventures they’d have
along the way. She looked at the trees, so full of life, and at the
ground askitter with little furry things. She looked ahead to the
village, and thought of all the people who lived there with her. So
many stories, everywhere, all around her every day. She couldn’t
wait to get back to her hut and continue writing them all
down.
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Things Forgotten

 By

H.D. Grogan

 


Catherine traced her name upon the door
of light, astral fingertips tingling with the contact. Her body
slumbered within the magic circle, many worlds away, but she
retained the shape of it as she journeyed. Opening the passage for
that journey had been a struggle, as all her rites had been for
over a year now, made all the more difficult by the rising sense of
panic that had driven her here. For months she had struggled,
increasingly lost and floundering despite her years of study, but
had found no explanation. All the spirits would tell her was that
the answer lay here, in the Akashic Records.

Fog swirled as the Keeper turned in a
rustling of wings, his luminous face regal and severe. Dressed in
deep black robes, he was the most forbidding angel she had ever
encountered—fitting enough for the Keeper of Records concerning
life and death—and she paused before entering. Stretching forth her
hand, she traced six Hebrew letters in the air, right to left,
until she had completed his name: Tzaphkiel. The letters flared as
she finished, then faded to invisibility. The archangel bowed his
acknowledgment, and Catherine stepped forward.

“I come seeking wisdom
through understanding,” she said.

“Ask, and the book shall be
opened,” he replied, completing the formula.

As he spoke, the mist behind him
cleared, revealing infinite rows of books, their gleaming shelves
stretching deep into the fog in all directions. Catherine felt her
attention flicker precariously as she stared at the endlessly
varied bindings that rose up beyond her sight; was there only one
for all the lives she’d lived, or did a soul fill up one volume
with each incarnation? And did the Keeper already know everything
contained within these Records? She started guiltily at the sound
of his voice.

“What is it you
seek?”

“I need help,” Catherine
replied, quickly marshaling her racing thoughts. Summarizing her
recent difficulties, as well as what the spirits had told her, she
concluded, “I’d like to understand my past encounters with magic,
in order to understand my problems with it now.” The angel nodded
gravely.

“Your trouble lies not in
past burdens or obstacles, but in what you have
forgotten.”

Catherine frowned.

“What have I
forgotten?”

The Keeper retrieved a book from the
endless shelves behind him. Its binding was enormous, with
thousands of pages secured within its grasp and a complex
alchemical design inscribed upon its cover. The angel held it out
to her, the book’s ornate clasp springing open with a whisper of
light.

“Would you see the depth of
your studies during your last earthly life? They were quite
extensive, by human standards.”

Intrigued, Catherine held out her
hands, and he opened the book onto them. Pages flipped rapidly,
imparting an illusion of motion to the vivid pictures depicted on
them, but the images soon accelerated far beyond the turning of
pages. She saw a young man, educated in the Church, growing to
adulthood with an insatiable curiosity that drove him perilously
far from orthodoxy. Blinking as the pages turned ever faster, she
felt her mind pulled into the flow of images, until she became an
old man perched before a heavy wooden desk piled with
books.

A quill pen scratched neat lines and
curves upon parchment, revealing the lines of a detailed horoscope.
With deft strokes, he charted the houses, located the planets, and
drew out the angles between them in an intricate web of opposition
and conjunction, sextile and trine. Tapping the parchment
thoughtfully with one hand, he replaced the pen in its inkwell and
turned to the squares of copper and tin beside him. Each was
already inscribed with the appropriate sigils and holy names, and
all but glowed with concentrated power that sparked across the
graven lines. All that remained was to join them together, but it
was not yet time.

“The exact conjunction will
come a little after vespers,” he muttered to himself, slipping the
metal squares into separate silk pouches. “Time enough to complete
my preparations.” He turned at a sound from behind him.

“What did you say?” his
apprentice asked, looking up from the mortar and pestle. “Is the
talisman finished already?”

“Not yet,” the old man
sighed, pushing himself to his feet. “The work must be completed
just at the right time, or all has been in vain. Now kindle the
furnace for me, then you may show me your progress with the
spagyrics.”

Despite the temptation to remain,
Catherine pulled herself out of the image. She could still call to
mind all the details of the laboratory, and marveled at the ease
with which her hands had cast the horoscope. Already she could feel
the spark of new ideas taking form as her trained and agile mind
followed the lines of connection—copper for Venus, tin for Jupiter,
and the horoscope calculating the time of an imminent conjunction
of the two—and expanded them into new possibilities for her own
work.

Nonetheless, there remained a nagging
doubt that she would be able to accomplish even a shadow of what
she had glimpsed in the old man’s mind, when she had so much
difficulty with her own relatively simple practices. She frowned.
Perhaps she had simply lost motivation, and this glimpse of her
past success would be enough to overcome the inertia and malaise
that had driven her here, and instead provide new vision and
purpose. She looked back up at the angel.

“Is that what I had
forgotten?” she asked. “The greatness to which I could
aspire?”

“There is something
more.”

Taking the massive tome into one
alabaster hand, Tzaphkiel reached once more into the bookshelf.
This time he withdrew a slender, unadorned volume bound in wood,
its pages rough and uneven. He held both books level with one
another, as if they weighed the same; Catherine looked up at him in
confusion.

“After all that,” she said,
breathless, “what more could be in here?”

“Magic’s first call to your
soul,” he said.

Catherine held out her hands once more
and let the book open, its pages turning with increasing speed.
Holding the thought of magic in her mind, she scanned the moving
pictures in growing confusion. This was no mage’s life, no witch’s
story. Instead, she saw a simple farm girl growing to adulthood,
marrying, growing heavy with child. The babe grew into a little boy
as she once again found herself drawn into the flow of
pictures.

Fear bloomed within her heart as she
stood at her son’s bedside, feeling the heat of the boy’s brow as
he moaned in a fever that wouldn’t break. She started as her
husband laid a hand upon her shoulder, then reluctantly allowed
herself to be led away. Standing in the kitchen of their tiny
cottage, she let him try to comfort her with a brief embrace before
stepping back to look up at him, resolute.

“I went to the old
woman.”

“You—” He gaped at her.
“What did she say?”

“She told me what to do,”
she replied. “And I intend to do it.”

“This is your soul at stake,
Sarah. The vicar—”

“The vicar hasn’t helped,”
she snapped, then softened. “I’m sorry, Matthew. But if it costs my
soul to save our son, how can I not pay it?”

His face tightened. “When?”

“Now,” she said. “I’ve
already gathered what I need.” She opened her hand, revealing a
lock of brown hair tied with red thread. Beside it nestled a sprig
of yarrow and a small silver coin, the last one they had. Matthew
only stared at her.

“Will you come
back?”

“I don’t know,” she said,
closing her hand with a sigh. “If I don’t, give my love to
Robbie—but don’t tell him what I’ve done. Let him imagine his
mother in Heaven.”

The night was dark and moonless, and
the trees swallowed the light of her candle as Sarah entered the
forest. Following the path the old woman had shown her, she soon
lost all sense of direction in the darkness. An owl hooted, nearly
sending her into a blind flight, but she forced herself onward, so
deep into the night it seemed she had walked out of life itself and
into the dark realms of the dead.

Candle flickering within its pierced
tin shield, Sarah took a deep breath as the trees receded a pace
and she stepped into a clearing. The altar she had been told to
expect loomed at the center of it, its dark stone ancient and
rough. Placing her three offerings in the center of it, she laid
her empty hand on the edge of the stone and closed her eyes. Moving
swiftly, she swept her hand to the side, letting the sharp edge of
the altar slash her palm. Laying it flat upon the dark stone, she
murmured a prayer for forgiveness before reciting the words the old
woman had given her.

“Blood for blood, mother for
child, hear my plea, God of the Wild.”

Breath coming shallow and fast, Sarah
kept her hand pressed against the altar until a rustle in the
darkness made her flinch back, eyes wide as a dark stag emerged
from the trees. Heart in her throat, she remained frozen in place
as he approached, hooves sinking deeply into the moist earth. A
blurring of the air made her blink, and a man stood above the
hoofprints—but not a man at all, for stag’s horns branched above
his brow, and his eyes shone with the light of the absent moon.
Sarah swallowed, fighting terror as she found her voice.

“Before you take my soul,”
she stammered, “I ask a cure for my son. Robbie’s in a fever,
burning up. I brought these things to ask your help.”

The horned man looked at the items on
the altar, nodding silently. Taking them into one broad hand, he
touched a finger to the lock of hair, and Sarah shivered with a
sudden chill. She was willing to lose her own soul to save him, but
what if she was risking Robbie’s as well? Despairing, she stifled a
sob as the man—spirit? demon? god?—closed his hand and looked down
at her. There was no turning back now. The darkness pressed closer
as he stepped toward her, but his voice was filled with sparks of
fire.

“Take my hand.”

What does
a soul feel like, when it is lost? she
wondered, reaching out as if in a daze. Will he take it straight into the flames of
Hell?

As their fingers met, his touch raised
a leap of wildness in her heart, and the certainty that her son
would grow up strong and healthy. Gasping at the sharp prickle of
tears, she stared into his shining black eyes in breathless wonder
and gratitude. The dark woods faded in a rush of sensation that
left her thoughts spinning and her heart pounding in wild
exhilaration, but underneath it all was profound joy at the
realization that her soul was her own, safe and eternally
free.

When her head stopped spinning, she
blinked in confusion; they stood at the edge of the forest, within
sight of her own cottage. The god released her hand, the palm now
whole again save for a forked scar at the base of her thumb, and
pressed something into it with his other hand. Silver glinted
dimly, and she stared at the coin’s surface, now impressed with the
outline of yarrow flowers. A faint blue outline glowed around its
edge, and the silver looked finer, somehow, than the battered old
coin she had offered. Shaken, she realized she knew exactly what to
do with it as she raised her eyes from the coin and found herself
alone at the edge of the trees.

“Thank you,” she whispered,
closing her hand around the coin.

Catherine felt the touch of night air
caressing her brow, the weight of precious silver in her hand, and
understood. Coming back to herself, she watched in mute humility as
the young mother laid the coin on her son’s forehead, saw him gasp
as sweat beaded on his face and his fever began to cool. The pages
of the book slowed in their turning, coming to rest on the image of
Robbie as a young man, standing at his mother’s deathbed as she
closed her eyes for the last time, her soul still her own, still
free.

Catherine looked up at the angel,
astral sight blurred as if with tears. Tzaphkiel remained
unmoved.

“You may only retain the
memory of one of these lives when you leave this place,” he said.
“The other will be forever closed to you. Which do you
choose?”

Straightening, she pointed to the thick
volume in his hands.

“Put that one back on the
shelf,” she said, still trembling. She dropped her hand back to the
rough wooden binding of the smaller book. “I choose this
one.”

“You are
certain?”

“With this, I can rebuild
that,” she replied, nodding toward the book in his hands. “The
question was never how to work better magic—it was why work it at
all. That is what I had forgotten.”

The Keeper nodded, pale fingers
replacing the clasp of the massive tome; the lock flared red as it
secured the contents for eternity. At the same time, the book in
Catherine’s hands faded into mist, and she breathed it into her
astral body as a warm glow spread through her heart. She felt her
presence beginning to fade, and gave hurried thanks to the
archangel as she let herself be pulled back into her
body.

Embraced by the comforting density of
physical form, Catherine felt pressed against the floor as she lay
within the circle of chalk. Pushing herself up to sitting, she
stretched stiff muscles and tapped her fingers along the outline of
her limbs. Looking down at her hands, she paused, squinting at the
tiny mark on one palm, not in the flesh but in the aura above it—a
small, forked scar at the base of her thumb. She smiled, feeling a
leap of wildness within her breast.

She remembered.
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So,
sigils,” Arjil said. “The basic method is to take your statement of
intent—’I Want A Banana’, for instance.” He scribbled a finger
through the air as if he were writing out the words. “Then you
cross out all the redundant letters.” All eyes watched his swishing
finger cross out imaginary letters in the air, as if he were
actually Doing something.

Most of
his audience, a youngish crowd, elder-teens to twenty-not-much was
made of straight-up muggles that hung around the coffeeshop. A
couple of them had gotten into ghost hunting recently and, in their
quest for spooks, had freaked themselves out. Now they were full of
all sorts of questions for the resident weirdo experts. Arjil was
known throughout the coffeeshop crowd as the go-to weirdo for any
odd or Other sorts
of happenings.

“Then you take the letters
left over and combine them into a symbol of sorts—this helps take
your intent from your conscious mind to the subconscious, and frees
you up to throw your energy at it without having to hold it in your
mind”

Robert, the Wiccan-flavored resident
weirdo expert, chimed in. “Just like I was saying earlier about
ritual tools being a placeholder, a symbol for certain thoughts so
you can focus more on your intent.”

“Precisely” Arjil nodded. He
doubted if the muggle kids had followed even half of their lively
debate on the differing perspectives of viewing and dealing with
all things supernatural over the last hour or so, but they had
listened intently. Perhaps they’d learned something. It was a nice
night to be out in any case, and he lounged happily on the sidewalk
in front of the crowded picnic table.

“So, you take this symbol
you’ve made,” Arjil mimed picking up the imaginary symbol, “and you
throw the voo’ at it.” He made a grand spellcasting gesture with
his other hand and accidentally let power slip into the thought,
infusing this imaginary symbol he had, apparently, created. He felt
the stirring of magick, and the symbol in his mind began to shine
as it started to go off.

“What the fuck?” He snorted
shaking his head, “I don’t wanna cast ‘Banana!’“ He crumpled the
imaginary sigil into a ball and pretended to toss it away. “No
tellin’ what the hell that would do.”

He was just screwing around really,
more for the entertainment of Robert and Olin than anything. It was
just a silly little wizard joke, and they all chuckled at the
preposterous notion of accidentally casting “Banana.”

For about thirty seconds.

“I smell bananas,” said one
of the kids on the far side of the table.

Everybody kind of laughed. Arjil
figured the kid was just going along with the joke, all in good
fun.

“No, really, I smell
bananas.”

“What the hell? I do too.”
said the girl sitting next to him.

Wide eyes turned to Arjil as pervasive,
unmistakable banana-whiff came from some mysterious somewhere and
descended on the coffeeshop. Arjil blinked as the smell hit him.
“What the…”

Olin almost fell over backwards
laughing. “You just cast ‘Banana.’ Dude, I am so never letting you
forget this.”

“But I didn’t… I mean… I
didn’t mean to cast anything.”

“That’s what makes it
fucking funny,” Olin said, still laughing.

“I cannot believe you just
did that,” Robert choked out, wiping the mirth from his
eyes.

“Yeah well, it happens.”
said Arjil, with a bemused chuckle.

The muggle
contingent just stared, a couple of the kids grinning broadly, the
rest looking uncomfortable. Arjil recognized those looks, the
dawning comprehension that they had just witnessed
bang-done magick. Right
there.

Wild mirth
bubbled and rolled from him with a secret glee. They could never
un-see that, or un-smell it in this case, but whatever: they would
remember, Forever,
that magick was real.

Truly that was Arjil’s mission in this
life: to make people see magick, to help them believe as they once
did, and to put that childlike Wonder back into a world gone too
cynical. Whether it was some grand design of the Gods that put him
here, or his own Mad impossible quest taken up in self defense
against the mundanity he despised, he didn’t know. He just knew it
was what he had to do. His Great Work. And if it took accidentally
casting “Banana” in front of a bunch of muggles to do it, he was
cool with that.

“And that,
friends, is why you should always be careful what you wish for,”
said Arjil, seriously.

Everybody laughed again, except for
Olin.

Olin got it.

The young man who had started the
questions in the first place, Young Adam, was on about crossroads
legends now, and what constituted a crossroads, and if you had to
agree to whatever deal the devil you supposedly met there offered
in order to lose your soul like an old blues-man, or if it just
happened.

Arjil and Robert both pointed in unison
to the intersection just behind them, not ten feet away.

“That’s
a Crossroads?”
Young Adam asked with nervous excitement. He jumped up and went to
stand next to the streetlight where he stared intently at the
road.

“Any place where two paths
cross each other,” said Robert. “Could be roads, could be rabbit
trails in the woods, whatever.”

“Could even be figurative
rather than literal,” said Arjil. “The ‘Devil,’“ he quirked his
fingers in quotation marks, “can show up any time your life can
turn one way or another. A whole lot of things qualify as
crossroads.”

“But,” Young Adam said,
coming back to the picnic table, glancing nervously at the
intersection, “does it have to be a verbal agreement?”

“You just have to agree. To
choose it.” said Arjil.

“Isn’t there supposed to be
a contract or something?”

“You just have to agree,”
Robert echoed. Arjil was impressed that Robert understood the
subtle nature of the magick of crossroads—he seemed young for it,
but he had been to war twice now. Robert had dealt with crossroads
a-plenty.

Perhaps sometimes a shadowy figure,
some Loa or old god, or the Devil himself, did literally show up
with an offer. Most of the time it was just choices: left, right,
or keep on truckin’.

Most of the time.

Sometimes there was somebody there, and
Arjil had the odd, sobering feeling that this time, somebody was
him.

“So, what is it you’re
wanting from a crossroads?” Arjil asked, fixing Young Adam with a
shrewd look.

“What I really want is to
find the real deal, to see the supernatural,” Young Adam answered.
“Do you guys know any places to go? I mean, we’ve been to
graveyards and down haunted roads, and we’ve found some cold spots
and things, but—”

“Look”
Arjil interrupted “Magick is tricky. It’s subtle. Most of the
things you’re looking for aren’t exactly Here. They’re Somewhere Else—just on the other side
of the fence, so to speak. That’s why you mostly can’t see them
except as shadows or glimmers out of the corner of your eye. The
specific location doesn’t really matter—magick’s everywhere. It’s
just that in most places that fence, or Veil as some call it, is
too thick to see through. Some places though, the Veil is thin.
What you need to learn to find is a Between place. That’s where the
magick seeps through.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I mean in
the middle of a doorway, alleys, crossroads, clearings in the
woods, between two trees, twilight, anywhere between
here and
there, really. I don’t
know why, but those places have a particular Resonance to them, a
kind of buzz. Once you know what you’re looking for you’ll notice
them all over the place, if you think about them right. Anyway,
there’s a big one just down the street.”

Young Adam hung his head, thinking
hard, staring at the sidewalk.

“Lets go, right now,” he
said, trying to be cool and casual, but Arjil could feel the
excitement, the wanting of it brewing in him.

Yup, thought Arjil.
Guess I am, in fact, the Devil at the Crossroads
tonight.

Then it was his turn to stare at the
sidewalk. It was perilous bit of knowledge he was choosing to teach
this kid, and he knew from hard experience that this sort of
thinking and searching could get a person into all sorts of
trouble. Becoming aware of multi-layered reality could very well
break somebody’s brain, and you couldn’t go back—that door closed
behind you.

But then, Young Adam had asked for it.
It was what he wanted. He had already chased the mystery to this
particular crossroads and he had already accepted the
deal.

Arjil suddenly felt like a crossroad
devil cutting deals with his own self in a mirror.

This is
what I do, Arjil thought,
opening doors and showing the way. If that makes
me the Devil, so be it.

“Sure,” he said, and he
stood up, killed the cold dregs of his coffee, and took up his
walking stick, trickster mischief dancing in his grin. “Who else is
coming?”

Robert, Olin, Young Adam, two of the
other kids—a widely grinning boy and his nervous looking
girlfriend, followed Arjil as he set off down the
street.

They stopped in the middle of a strip
of old buildings where one had been torn out, the vestiges of old
plaster still clinging to the weathered bricks, the bare foundation
buckled and shot through with weeds.

“This,”
said Arjil, “is a Between
place.”

He could feel a familiar prickling
along his skin as he stepped over the threshold where a wall once
stood. He walked with outstretched arms and half lidded eyes until
he reached the exact center of the place, where the streetlight was
cut off by the building’s shadow. He loved spots like this, so full
of possibility, the twilight feeling where anything can happen, and
he smiled as he felt magick ghosting around him like a misty cat
rubbing against his form.

They all followed—Robert and Olin
cautiously, as they could feel it too, Young Adam looking
thoughtful, and Grinning-boy and Nervous-girl huddled together with
the air of children about to call up old “Bloody Mary” in the
bathroom mirror.

“I don’t feel anything,”
Young Adam said.

“They do. Don’t you?” Arjil
said gesturing to Robert and Olin. “Kind of a… Buzz, a
vibration.”

Olin grinned his maniac grin and
nodded—he looked like a demented, pointy toothed scarecrow when he
got like that.

“Oh yeah,” said Robert.
“Stand where he is and close your eyes, tell me what you feel.” He
gestured for Arjil to step aside.

Young Adam came to stand in the spot,
turning in a slow circle. “I don’t know, like a hum sort of, like a
car with lots of bass coming down the road from far off or
something, kinda.”

“Yes!” said Arjil “That’s
the Resonance.”

“Now,” Robert said to Young
Adam, “what’s really going to screw with you later is if you really
felt it, or you just felt it because Arjil said you
would.”

Arjil laughed. “That’s the bitch of the
whole business—most of the time you’re left wondering if what you
felt was Really there, or if you just made something out of
nothing. It’s really hard not to go off the deep end. Like
Ronnie.”

They all knew who Ronnie
was.

“You mean mister ‘I stubbed
my toe so it must be the work of the arch overfiend lords of hell
out to get me’ or ‘I went to a graveyard and the wind blew so
Azazimbulakgresheshal the seventh demon of the underworld was
coming to eat my soul’?” said Olin, his basso voice rumbling with
contempt.

“Precisely,” said
Arjil.

“Fuckin’ dumbass,” said
Olin.

“Yup.”

“So this is the sort of
place ghosts and things happen?” Adam asked, looking around as if
he expected some kind of spook to come shambling out of the
darkness.

“Yeah,”
Arjil answered, “only, most of the time it doesn’t happen. Most of
the time you just get a shivery feeling like you’re being watched,
maybe you see something out of the corner of your eye, like I said.
But it’s more likely to happen in places like this. The Veil’s pretty darn thin
here. Think I’ll wake it up.”

“Ah, shit,” said Olin as
Arjil produced a pen and crossed to one of the old
walls.

“Are you
doing what I think you’re doing?” said Robert, his tone somewhere between
disapproval and amusement.

Arjil grinned and nodded as he drew a
sigil on the bricks, then turned to tag the other side of the
alleyway as well.

“What’s he doing?” Young
Adam walked over and peered intently at the symbol Arjil had
scribed on the wall. It was innocuous looking enough—just an L cut
through with a lightning bolt S. It had arrows on all the ends, and
a small dot off to one side. .

“Well,” said Arjil, turning
from his work with a flourish, “you remember what I said about
sigils right? I made this one to act as a crack in the fabric of
reality. It lets the magick seep through more readily to this side
of the fence. And anyone who… Oh, too late.”

“What?” asked
Grinning-boy.

Arjil turned to the two kids standing
in the shadows. “Well, part of my intent with this sigil was to put
a splinter in people’s minds if they so much as looked at the
thing—a doubt, a seed of Wonder. Aside from making their world a
little more interesting for a bit, it helps make reality itself a
little more mutable for those who know how to manipulate
it.”

“More interesting How?”
asked Nervous-girl

Olin coughed significantly, and they
all turned toward the mouth of the alley, where a witch-black cat
padded silently across. It stopped and stared at them for a long
moment, its piercing yellow eyes made luminous in the
streetlight.

“Like that.” said
Robert.

Olin laughed.

The other three just stared, frozen,
slack jawed, and silent. Arjil glanced over his shoulder at them
and saw that dawning comprehension yet again: there was no denying
that right after he had scribed his sigils on the bricks, the
single most recognizable symbol of everything witchy and spooky in
the western world had shown up, and walked by right in front of
them. He turned back to see the cat flick its tail once, shoot an
annoyed glance in his direction, and saunter off down the street on
business of its own.

“Now,”
said Arjil, unable to contain his grin, “that could have just been
coincidence.”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t,” said
Olin.

“No, but
still, that’s how
it happens.” Arjil turned to Young Adam. “Most of the time, that’s
as much as you get. Could be coincidence. But Olin, Robert, and
I know it wasn’t.
Of course, we could be deluded or wanting things to be real,
but—That Just Happened. How you choose to take it, and what kind of
world you want to live in, is up to you. Want to live in a world
where magick happens? There you go. If not,” he shrugged, “you can
just write it off and forget about it.”

“Nobody’s ever forgetting
that you accidentally cast ‘Banana,’” said Olin, laughing
again.

“Point,” Arjil said, and led
the way back to the coffeeshop.
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…after he heard the voice of
Memnon once, then thrice, then thrice more on three successive
mornings, the Emperor set his mind on becoming a second
Alexander—but unlike the Macedonian conqueror, his would be a
journey of peace, and no more than his usual Praetorian escort
would accompany him on his eastern journey. They traveled across
the eastern desert on the track of what would become the new Via
Hadriana to Myos Hormos, where the Emperor surveyed the eastern
expanse of Okeanos. It was here that he bade farewell to his
Empress, and placed her upon a fine seaworthy galley, well equipped
and attended by her sister Matidia Minor, her friends the poets
Julia Balbilla and Damo, and the young Lucius Ceionius Commodus,
who was in need of the sea air.

Their ship would head south and east
toward India, while the Emperor and his escort would head north,
ride fast across the desert to Pelusium, and thence east toward
Judea, onward to Syria and into Parthia, to meet the Empress and
her party some months following in the eastern realm. At Pelusium,
when the works to Pompey Magnus were underway, the Emperor remarked
that just as Pompey’s welcome in Egypt has been poor and resulted
in his tumulus being built, his own reception was…

 


* * *

 


…embassy to the Parthian
king Mithridates was successful. In return for his cooperation and
safe passage, a new peace was secured by our Emperor, with his
provision for aid in the Parthian king’s struggle against
Vologases. It was during his sojourn there that the Emperor became
an initiate into the true mysteries of Mithras, and not what passed
for these mysteries in the imperial provinces since the time of
Pompey Magnus. This god of the Parthians and Medes would not dare
attack the territories of his own devotee, and the Emperor’s own
guards insistently acclaimed him Hadrianus Invictus, a title which
he reluctantly accepted.

The city of Hatra, which has ably
resisted the sieges of the Divine Traianus previously, was then the
host to the Emperor and his entourage for several weeks on the
insistence of Mithridates. The Arabian prince who was our host,
however, was a malcontent and an ambitious man, wishing to see the
demise of both Rome and of his Parthian overlord. He attempted to
assassinate both Emperor and king during an evening’s revelries at
a spirited symposium, but he was unsuccessful. A small party of
three assassins disguised as cupbearers tried to make their way by
stealth behind the Emperor, who in his inebriation was making a
toast to the hospitality of Parthia in a lengthy declamation.
However, our Bithynian fellow countryman Antinous saw through their
deception, and had disarmed one of the assassins and set his hound
Skylax on the other two before the Emperor regained his
senses.

When the deception was revealed, the
Arabian prince confessed his scheming plot. Two of the assassins
took their own lives while awaiting sentencing, while the third
pled for mercy on behalf of his family. Under the goddess
Clementia, the Emperor sold the man into slavery and sent him far
away, but agreed that he would take the assassin’s wife and three
children into his suite and maintain them as honored guests, which
he did most assiduously—she became the wife of the senator T.
Cassius Harmonius, and lives in prosperity to this day.

The Arabian prince was to be executed
by Mithridates for this outrage, but our benevolent Emperor even
sought to relieve his dire straits and to assuage the anxieties on
his behalf. Instead of this just and merited punishment by
Mithridates, the Emperor, as the king’s guest (and an offended and
wronged one at that) suggested that king and prince accompany him
to the temple of Herakles of Hatra, where they would all ask for
bonds of friendship to be solemnized between them. The entire
populace of Hatra turned out to witness this occasion, and after
making the necessary sacrifices to the god, the Emperor gave a most
rousing speech on the pediment of Herakles’ temple extolling the
virtue of friendship. A medal was struck showing the Emperor, with
the king and prince at Herakles’ temple on the reverse, with the
legend “Friends of Herakles” upon it. Herakles Philios was honored
thereafter in Hatra.

The rulership of Araba was given to the
prince’s son, and the prince himself was to join the Emperor’s
retinue from that time forward. However, the exposure of his
treachery was a shame too great to endure, and on a quiet evening
on the journey east, under the influence of Dionysos’ drink, the
prince threw himself into the river Tigris, failing to cross it as
once the Boeitian god had done. When the Emperor learned of this,
he lamented deeply, and delivered the prince’s funeral oration,
lavishing his tomb with images of Herakles Philios and tiger-riding
Dionysos…

 


* * *

 


…descendants of Alexander the Great’s men, but I am not
convinced of this. Their Greek is pleasing in its archaic quality,
yet difficult to follow due to over-familiarity with the local
barbarian languages. The Emperor, however, enjoyed the challenge of
speaking with their most learned philosophers. Some of these are
followers of a hero called Boutta, who was born in an unusual
fashion from his mother’s side, and achieved apotheosis or an
Orphic “release” but somehow remained alive for many years
afterwards. He practiced a Pythagorean style of austerity, and the
precepts he taught his students seem shrouded in mystical language,
which I believe to be reminiscent of the teachings of the Orphic
sect. The partisans of this philosophy are called Sarmáni, and one
such came to the Divine Augustus in Athens more than a century
before, burning himself alive in that city. Some of their teachings
also circulate in a written form, one volume of which is called
the Book of the Lotus.

The Gymnosophists are another sect
amongst the philosophers in India, and they are the same as those
who met Alexander during his journey; they received Alexander
little differently than they received the Emperor. However, never
being one to shrink in the face of a challenge, our Emperor and a
few close associates gladly left their clothing aside (for who
among them would have done otherwise if he went to the gymnasium?)
and sat for several days speaking with the Gymnosophists. Their
philosophy combines a Cynic contempt for social niceties with a
deep investment in Pythagorean metaphysics. Their founder is
depicted as a nude, blind, and immodest giant, and they refer to
him as the “Holy Giant-Man.” When the Emperor grew tired of their
disdain for his questions, without complaint nor objection to their
behavior he rose and took up a chlamys with which to clothe himself
temporarily, and while the Gymnosophists jeered at him for his
worldliness in even partially cloaking his nudity, the Sarmáni
representative that accompanied the Emperor applauded him for his
virtuous moderation.

A third
sect exists among the Indians as a sacred and learned class of
priests, the Braphmáni, who are primarily concerned with the
recitation of sacred hymns and the performance of sacrifices,
particularly holocausts into square fire-pits of various cereals
and other substances. They believe that Hestia is a male, and
carries sustenance to all the other gods. Not long after our
arrival, they celebrated the birth-date of one of their heroes, who
I believe is a form of the Egyptian god Thoth beneath the Greek
understanding of him, for they portray him as a monkey-headed man
as Hermes is pictured in Egypt, but he is the messenger to one of
their gods, who is a version of Herakles known most for his skill
in archery. Like Herakles, this Indian god had a twin who was
mortal, and he underwent apotheosis, but unlike Herakles, he did so
after wronging his wife rather than being wronged by her, and his
demise was by water rather than by fire. This Indian Herakles, with
his Hermes-Thoth messenger, is the hero of an epic not unlike
our Iliad, where
Herakles’ wife is Helen. Helen, or her image, was abducted and
recovered in the Indian version, but the abductor was not a mortal
prince like Paris, but instead a malevolent Titan with ten heads. I
believe this is a misunderstanding of the dragon Ladon, who guarded
the apples of the Hesperides, which Herakles slew; but, the
Indians, prone more to worshipping poisonous and fiery serpents
than to fearing them, made Ladon son of Typhon into a ten-headed
giant rather than a dragon, to avoid the sacrilege of one of their
gods killing an inherently sacred creature.

The Empress, meanwhile, had arrived
long before, and was enjoying the pleasures of the more southern
regions when she received the envoy of the Emperor and
hastened…

 


* * *

 


…further south than the
Scythian kingdom and its port of Barigaza, the Sarmáni envoy
insisted on accompanying the Emperor on the remainder of the
journey, and he was gladly accepted into the Emperor’s retinue. By
sea we traveled to the port of Muziris, near the southernmost
reaches of Damirica, where the Empress and her party had been
enjoying the hospitality of the local king, Mantarat Cheral, a
peaceful and just ruler. Their primary god is a form of Dionysos, a
dancing god of ecstasy and liberation whose cult is everywhere in
the form of phallic images. This form of Dionysos has two children:
a warrior son who rides Hera’s sacred bird, and another son who,
like Hephaistos, was born without a father, and in Egyptian style
(yet never even seen in that pantheon’s animalistic panoply), this
other son has the head of an elephant. The warrior son of Dionysos
is the most beloved deity of the people in the region. The goddess
whom all there revere is the “Mother of the Gods,” but not
enthroned next to lions; she is rather portrayed as a fierce
warrior like the Egyptian Sachmis, but instead of being
leontocephalic she rides a lion and has many arms. It is also said
by some that the Indian Herakles came among the people of Muziris
in pursuit of his wife Helen, after being directed there by his
monkey-headed messenger.
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