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Prologue

 


It was yet another full hour before dawn and
the sky was just beginning to lighten. But the stars were still
bright in the dark sky and a crescent moon hung above the horizon.
It was the edge of autumn and here, in the thick woods of oak,
birch, and ash, the air was cool and crimson was beginning to edge
the leaves. Normally it was very still at this hour when the world
is making its transition between night and day, but in this early
morning there was movement.

The figure of a man with a staff in his hand
was making its way between the trees, heading due east with firm
purpose and the hint of hurry. He wore a robe such as monks might
wear, but one of natural hue with flowing sleeves and a great, deep
hood. Over this he had a cape of darker color. His face was kindly
and yet difficult to read: it belonged to someone who kept his
thoughts very much to himself until he was ready to share them. The
man had silver, slightly curling hair and his mustache, though
still dark, was neatly trimmed and shot with silver. Perhaps the
most noteworthy thing about him was that he was barefoot: a
deliberate act as he wanted to be in touch with the earth beneath
him. He strode along at a pretty fair clip, his staff marking his
stride, and it was obvious he was on a mission of some
urgency.

He was alone.

Or was he?

Every so often, flitting between the moonbeams
and starlight, tiny winged figures cavorted about him, soaring and
swooping. Now and again, he would speak with them.

“It is very important I be there
before the sunrise. He is coming to Carnac specifically to be there
for the sunrise. It’s hard to explain. It’s sort of a ‘human
thing.’ If I am late, I will lose the advantage of timing and that
must not be. Why? Because this one has great promise and he and I
have a lot of work to do before the great light bursts upon eye and
mind. Yes, yes. I realize you do not grasp this, but with humans it
is the way things are: I must catch him off guard to present what I
wish him to know in such a way as to make him think, ‘Ah-hah! I see
it!’ and accept without rationalizing the message away. Oh, I know.
We do think entirely too much but, well, that is just the way we
were made by the Source. It’s our nature, don’t you know? . .
.”

While he held this running monologue with the
tiny figures (I assume they spoke back in some way, but either
there was nothing to be heard or their voices were just that
little), others made themselves known. A unicorn moved among the
shrubs, shy and glistening like starlight among the shadows, the
moonlight glinting from her golden horn. Gnomes giggled and skipped
just off to the side of the tall striding man. Nightingales warbled
sweetly above him and the occasional cry of a regal griffin or a
sweep of its body through the grasses announced its presence. These
nocturnal escorts didn’t faze the man at all for, in fact, they
were escorts, keeping their mysterious friend company upon his
quest. As he topped a rise, his goal lay before him in the fading
moonlight: the stones of Carnac.

Carnac, you see, is a place on the peninsula
called Brittany that juts into the great Atlantic, forming one side
of the country of France. It is a vast field of huge standing
stones arranged in rows: row after row that, altogether, take up
miles of countryside, although they are arrayed more like big stone
lines of desks or up-ended pews where they haven’t fallen down. The
man smiled to himself: he had made it! His “guest” would be
arriving any time now, but he had made it here first. He needed to
prepare himself for his arrival.

He strode into Carnac straight down the middle
aisle. The griffin and the unicorn paced ahead of him, side-by-side
while, behind him, walked the phantom shapes of one red and one
white dragon, heads swaying and nodding gravely while their hot
breath sent up small puffs of steam. Small, dimly seen people fell
in behind them like a bridal procession walking the aisle while,
the deeper the procession went into Carnac’s heart, misty figures,
robed and hooded like the man, appeared by his side, flitting
in-and-out of the moonlight. All advanced to an unheard music, with
solemn step and rhythmic unity of movement.

The man raised his staff above his head and,
one-by-one, the assembly vanished into the shadows until he was
alone. He looked about for a particular stone and then cocked his
head and, instead, listened for it to speak. The voice was not long
in coming and it drew him to itself. Seating himself at its base
with his back straight up against its surface, he let the shadows
pull him into its very appearance and disappeared from
sight.

~

The Seeker was not long in coming.

The man was approaching his middle years,
still young and yet coming into the prime years of life. He was
successful and had achieved a great deal to this point. But success
and possessing “toys”, as he liked to call his pricey possessions,
had not made him happy. There was supposed to be something more and
he wanted to find what that might be. So, earlier in the summer now
passing, he had embarked on a long tour of all the sacred, ancient
places of Europe in an effort to connect with something that might
help his make some sense out of life, which at this point was a
huge mystery to him. He had been to Delphi, Newgrange, Iona,
Stonehenge and, while each held a special feeling and offered a
small piece of the answer he looked for, he hadn’t found “it”. He’d
been in a Paris market when a man had thrust a leaflet into his
hand about Carnac. The man hadn’t spoken a word and he disappeared
quickly into the milling crowd; the Seeker hadn’t even caught a
glimpse of his face, it had all happened so fast. But the pamphlet
fueled his imagination and, following its exhortation to visit
Carnac to watch the sunrise “for a genuinely moving and spiritual
experience”, here he was to see if this place would add to his
enlightenment or just deepen his confusion.

Mist wrapped the stones. The sun was yet an
hour from its full rising and stars yet sparkled while a misty moon
hung like a sparkling scimitar on the eastern horizon. It was cool
but pleasant and he marveled that he should be the only one here
this morning if Carnac was all it was cracked up to be.

And then he realized he wasn’t
alone.

His eyes shifted to the base of one of the
great stones where he had caught a slight movement. He was alert
but not alarmed. There sat an oddly dressed man in hooded robes and
a cape who all but blended in to the stone. No, no he didn’t. It
was just the way the light shifted . . . . or not . . . or . . .
oh, never mind. His garb was impossible to place. A monk? Some
retro-Hippie? A Druid perhaps? . . . or a wizard of some sort? His
imagination began to spin.

“Good morning,” the man spoke. “My
name is Cerne. I assume you, too, have come to see the sunrise here
at Carnac?” He certainly sounded normal enough, the Seeker quickly
decided.

“I have,” the Seeker answered. His
tone was cautious but he quickly relaxed, feeling no threat from
this stranger. “My name is Cunningham. I’ve been on a tour of the
major spiritual sites and stumbled on some info’ about the place.”
He extended his hand. “I didn’t quite catch your name.”

“Cerne,” the hooded figure
replied. His accent seemed vaguely Scottish or Irish, but neither
of these seemed to fit; it was impossible to place him. “I, too, am
passing through but had . . . business . . . in the area and Carnac
was on the way.”

They fell rather easily into conversation. The
Seeker was not aware how, after some time had passed, Cerne had let
him talk on while he listened. He also didn’t notice that while
they spoke at some length, the sky grew no lighter. He was that
“into” his story.

“So I came here,” he concluded,
cocking his head to one side. “I’m still trying to figure out what
my life is supposed to be all about and where I go from here.” He
looked hard at his hooded companion. “This much I know: I can’t
bear the thought of going back to that boring job and small talk
and the ‘grind.’ I have this strong feeling I’m supposed to do
something major with my life which has nothing to do with board
meetings, red-eye business flights, and smiling politely through
small talk that’s boring me to tears. He paused. “I must sound like
I think I’m pretty self-important, huh? What is it with me, do you
think? Early mid-life crisis?” He laughed.

“No,” Cerne replied, “my feeling
is that you’re just looking for your mission in life- the quest
that makes you unique and not just a part of the crowd. A great
number of modern people feel the way you do. With all the
conveniences and luxuries that life offers, we still feel something
is missing. That something is what I call
‘connectedness.’”

The Seeker straightened up, alert and
attentive. “What do you mean by that?”

“Simply put, humanity is divorced
from the earth and all other life. We have, in my opinion,
separated ourselves and created an artificial life defined by
things that leaves us often feeling empty and our senses dull. Of
course, most people try not to think about it and, by-and-large,
they succeed. A few, people a good deal like yourself, make a
genuine effort to find what it is that’s missing in their lives- to
get back to being real and in union with all life. When we are able
to do that, life reopens in wonder and joy the way it was meant to
be.”

“Sounds right,” the Seeker
observed, “but just how do you go about making the jump between the
life we’ve created and the real thing?”

“The great teachers all had their
techniques,” Cerne remarked. “Buddha called it enlightenment and
there are many ways it can be achieved: meditation, pilgrimage,
removing oneself from civilization. All involve time and commitment
to mastering the process of each, but they work. Then there are the
wisdom teachings, which can also be useful. One can listen and, if
the heart is open, find the path intended for them. For my part, I
prefer ‘The Tales.’”

“The Tales?” asked the
Seeker.

Cerne smiled to himself. The Seeker had walked
in exactly where he had hoped he would go. “The Tales of Caer
Alban”, he replied. “Stories from a hidden place much like
monumental Carnac here, except there is a living community there. A
group of men and women known to the outside world only as the Wise
and regarded as legendary. But they are real, and the Tales are
their gift to the world: a collection of ancient parables. Ancient
and yet ever new. The world moves forward and so do the Tales. They
are meant to show people the way.”

The Seeker was electric with excitement. “Do
you know where I can get a copy?” he asked.

“Oh, they aren’t written down
anywhere,” Cerne answered. “The Wise are reluctant to put anything
in writing. You see, once a word is reduced to writing, its spirit
becomes a bit stifled. Words are living things with an energy all
their own. For its full vibrancy, its full magic to work, a tale
has to be heard.”

“Well, do you know any of these
stories?”

The twilight grew calm and full of expectancy.
The very air tingled.

“Indeed, I do,” Cerne said. “But
for each story which I shall share with you, there is a personal
price involved for you, the listener. You must decided what meaning
the story, each story, has for you personally. And each one will
have a meaning for you. But it is for you decide what that meaning
is and how it applies to you. Are you ready for such
work?”

“Count me in!” the Seeker
exclaimed, all but leaping to his feet.

The curved arc of the moon behind Cerne had
come to frame his head like shining antlers. The morning star
flamed into fire from behind the edge of the stones to his left. He
reached up and lowered his hood.

“Then listen well, Seeker, for
this night, in this place, these stories are for you and all who
seek earnestly. These are The Tales of Caer Alban.”

And with that, he began.

 



I. The Fields of Avalon

 


He opened his eyes with a start and stared
into the deep royal blue of the sky overhead. Thin, wispy clouds
drifted in tattered streamers, occasionally crossing over and
dimming the face of a glorious sun. He shifted his eyes to study
the blue-green grass that rose to knee-depth all about him.
Hesitantly, he slowly sat upright, putting out a hand to steady
himself and let out a strangled gasp: the hand was not his own!
Or-or was it? He held the young, strong hand before his eyes and
studied it carefully. The longer he looked at it, the more familiar
it seemed, like the face of a friend long unseen and dimly
remembered.

A laugh split the silence and he wheeled
upright toward the source of the sound. A sound that rang with the
tinkling music of crystal.

She stood no more than a stone’s throw from
him. Cascades of raven hair framed a face that could rival any
angel’s, set within which her pale blue eyes sparkled with life
and, seemingly, a joke he was not party to knowing. She was tall
and slender—a fact emphasized by her simple shift of pale
green—with skin that glowed with an inner vitality. He tried to
place her by appearance but could think of no country on earth
where she would be a conventional representative. That would
figure, he thought to himself: he had no recognition of their
present whereabouts at all and the alien feeling of the place made
their encounter all the more bewildering. Where was he? He took a
step toward her, the question on his lips.

With another tinkling laugh she turned and
sprang lightly away through the tall grass. He cried out to her
but, seeing that she did not heed him, he followed after her.
Almost as if against his own will, he ran, ran across the fields of
Avalon, to follow.

Avalon?

The name seemed oddly familiar but, for the
life of him, he had no idea why it should. How had it come to him?
What did it mean? He gave it but a moment’s thought, for he had to
concentrate on his pursuit of the only clue to this puzzle which
had enfolded him. He almost broke his stride at the sight of young,
strong legs that churned from the edge of the tunic which he found
himself to be wearing, but cast the riddle aside and ran on. Soon,
he ceased to think about it at all. Indeed, he thought of nothing
but the beautiful woman who, gazelle-like, danced before him
through the blue-green grass.

On and on they raced. Every so often he heard
the strange cries or saw the brilliant plumage of
fantastically-colored birds aloft in huge trees bearing what
appeared to be apples in every color he knew they came in and quite
a few he was sure they didn’t. As the birds joined their voices in
song he felt a desire to forget everything he ever knew, everything
he had thought he had ever known—and suddenly realized he knew
nothing other than where he was right now. He came here from
somewhere else, hadn’t he? Or had he? He began thinking he had
always been here as his surety that such wasn’t true slipped away
with the music of the birds. Then he no longer paid them attention.
Seemingly without effort, he followed the graceful and amazingly
tireless woman.

His own energy and stamina astonished him: why
hadn’t he collapsed in a heap long ago? Then the birds sang again
and he forgot the reason he had poised the question. Ahead of him,
the woman sprang, whirled, and teased with her musical laugh. He no
longer pursued for answers but out of admiration and fascination
for the vision before him. Fairy-like, she seemed to belong more to
the air than to the earth, staying just beyond reach. Had there
been moonlight, he would have called her a phantasm of the night;
but it was broad daylight and there was no doubting that the
creature he saw ahead of him was quite real. Without noticing it,
he had become enchanted by her.

He felt like he could run forever but, it
seemed, so could she. And yet just when he despaired of ever
catching up to her, she slowed her stride, spun lightly and,
sinking to the ground, sat calmly awaiting him.

Breaking his pace, he slowed and cantered up
to her, panting softly from the exertion and sank to his knees
before her. He looked deeply into the fearless blue eyes. Mirth,
the type belonging to someone enjoying a private joke, still
glittered there and yet, something welcoming and happy shone
softly, warmly alongside the laughter. Something that was there for
him alone. He had the strange sense she had been waiting for him.
Her eyes held a familiar feeling about them: a look he had seen
before and, curiously, knew well.



A strange word took form in his mind. No, not
a word—a name. A name that he had an urge to apply to the exotic
face before him. He allowed himself to look puzzled; this brought
on peals of her musical laughter again. He flushed briefly with
embarrassment and laughed, too. For a moment he wondered at the
vitality in the sound of his own voice, and then forgot the
thought. At this moment, in their shared laughter, all that
mattered was the oneness he felt he now shared with her.

He looked at her intently. “Niniane?” he asked
uncertainly, as much of himself as of her.

She smiled and nodded. “Niniane,” she affirmed
in a voice as warm as summer and held a slender hand out to
him.

He reached for the proffered hand, slowly and
yet without fear or any other feeling except for the odd sense that
all this was exactly as it was meant to be; he was meant to be here
with her. He reached for her hand, their fingertips brushed . .
.

~

The buzzer on the night stand rasped angrily,
shredding his sleep.

He sprang to a sitting position with a
startled cry. His eyes darted about the room until the familiarity
of the place sank in. His shoulders sagged; he shut his eyes in an
expression of weary disappointment and swallowed hard. Slapping the
alarm back to silence, he brushed a lock of graying hair out of his
face and paused to consider his hand. It was not, sadly, the hand
in the hand in his dream but his familiar, puffy, middle-aged
one.

The dream. Again. And this time it had gone
even further. Last night marked the third straight week: twenty-one
days of an unfolding but frustrating fantasy, a riddle with no
answer nor meaning that he could discover and yet he was certain
there was, in fact, a meaning in it for him to unlock. Ah! But last
night he had finally learned her name: Niniane. He knew of no one
with such a name and was certain that were he to look it up in a
book of standard names and meanings he wouldn’t find it there. No.
If he were to find it, it would be in the same place that he found
Avalon: the subject index of a collection of Celtic myths and
legends. Avalon was a place where a type of afterlife took place.
So what did Niniane represent? He chuckled to himself. Maybe she
was the “queen” of Avalon and the Otherworld. Then he stopped. Why
did that seem so right? He dismissed the thought and pondered what
she might mean to his life. It was becoming obvious she was
supposed to be some sort of message symbolic of-of something. She
had appeared in the dream during the first week, then the endless
chase began and endured into the third when, but a mere two nights
past, she had suddenly stopped running. And now it had progressed
to the point of learning her name. No. More than that. Their
fingers had touched last night.

He brushed his fingertips with his thumb. Her
touch had been that real. He felt her touch him, just like it would
have been in waking life. He moved his fingers closer to his face
and started at the scent of wildflowers and grass that seemed to
faintly linger. No. No, just imagination. Not possible.

~

As he readied himself for work he considered
his reflection in the mirror. The face was still handsome but
rapidly aging, his hair in the advanced stages of turning leaden
gray, a grayness that echoed the November day outside. November
First, he observed. Should that mean something? He walked into the
living room and stood looking out the window to the street below.
He has always loved New York, he thought as he sipped his coffee,
with all of its bustle and variety. Yet lately he felt achingly
weary of it, of all of it. Getting old, he mused. Old and alone.
Old he couldn’t do anything about but alone . . .

His eyes rested on the book of Celtic
mythology on his coffee table. Niniane, it turned out, was a
variant spelling of “Nimue”, the enchantress who beguiled the
famous Merlin. The book said some sources identified her with the
goddess Rhiannon, a goddess of music and the Otherworld of Celtic
tradition. The connection with Avalon was right on target in his
speculation. Her birds sang sweetly for the souls of those who came
to her and made them forget all sorrow. What was her message for
him? He, who was so alone.

He should never have married, he thought
bitterly. It pained him to think she had found happiness with
someone else and to make matters worse he rarely saw the kids,
either. Of course, Atlanta was a good distance away. Sunny. Warm.
He imagined laughter in their home. He missed the laughter. He
missed her. He’d tried. He thought he had made a good try. But he
should never have married. To know what you’re missing is so much
worse than never to have known. No. It had been right once. It’s
just people change and move on and she had moved on- without him.
They had two beautiful kids together and the memory of happy times.
He couldn’t, he wouldn’t regret that. Not ever. After all, they
still could talk to one another. Things were just different. Still,
he wished he were married now. Or could see the kids more. He
yearned for someone to fill his empty days, the yawning void. Maybe
that was what was behind the dream: his yearning not to be alone.
For someone. He wanted someone to be there in the empty, fading
years that opened before him. Had his yearning summoned Niniane?
Did she call him to herself out of compassion for his need? To ease
his pain?

“Have to stop thinking like this,”
he said aloud. “Starting to get morose.” He shifted his yes to the
skyline and the cup dropped from his nerveless fingers.

Thin streamers of cloud drifted across the
face of a royal blue sky awash in the light of a glorious
sun.

He blinked hard, shook his head and rubbed his
eyes. When he removed his hands the sky was, once again, a sullen
gray. He stood staring blankly for a moment then picked up his cup,
blotted the coffee with newspaper, and made ready to
leave.

He closed the door of his apartment, secured
it, and walked to the elevator. Pressing the button, he whirled
about at the sudden trilling cry of an unseen bird. From elsewhere
answered another bird with an even more beautiful voice.

But nothing was there.

He made a resolution to seek counseling. His
empty life was starting to get to him. He stepped into the elevator
to begin his ride to the street. As the floor indicator flashed
“three” a musical laugh like tinkling crystal filled the car. This
time he was not frightened, but felt strangely thrilled. Every
fiber of his body felt suddenly alive.

“Niniane?” he whispered, but no
one answered.

He stepped into the lobby. The hiss of passing
wind through tall grass greeted him. He passed into the street. The
smell of wildflowers engulfed him. Again, the laugh, clearer and
longer.

“Niniane?” he asked softly,
uncertain of his senses.

“Niniane,” came the answer,
seemingly from across the street.

“Niniane!” he called happily,
stepping off the curb, his mind oblivious of all except the
prospect that she would be there. He never heard the screaming
brakes, the blaring horn, the taxi that . . . .

~

He opened his eyes with a start and stared
into the royal blue of the sky overhead. Hesitantly, he slowly sat
upright. He put out a hand to steady himself and let out a
strangled gasp: the hand was not his own . . . or was it? He held
the young, strong hand before his eyes and studied it.

The laugh split the silence and he wheeled
upright toward the sound that rang with the music of tinkling
crystal.

She stood no more than a stone’s throw from
him. Raven hair . . . pale blue eyes . . . tall and slender . . .
aglow with radiant life. He took a step toward her, a question on
his lips.

With another tinkling laugh she turned and
sprang lightly away through the tall grass. He cried out to her,
took a step, and then hesitated. As the birds sang overhead, old
memories failed and faded, all except one. Run, he thought. Run to
find the destiny in the life now yours. Run and find what many
others before you have found and many more yet to come will: there
is no death. Only change. The sliver of a smile crossed his lips
and, almost as if against his own will- but not really- he ran, ran
across the fields of Avalon to follow.

~

Cerne waited. This tale had been deliberately
chosen to see which of its many elements the Seeker would focus
upon; from there he would know how much promise this man truly had.
He Who Watches had become aware of him first at Stonehenge earlier
in the summer and had immediately been impressed by the intense
aura of devotion to truth which had surrounded him and, for that
reason, had sent Cerne to meet him at Carnac. That aura was even
brighter now, but would he be among the few to really turn promise
into something more?

The Seeker spoke. “Then if there is no death
and what there really is in its place is just change, what is the
purpose of any one life? I mean, doesn’t it mean you can be vicious
and criminal and it won’t make any difference?”

The question was better than Cerne had been
hoping.

“Not at all,” he replied. Do you
think Niniane would have chosen the man in the story if he had been
that sort of person?”

“Hmmm. No, no I suppose not. After
all, Avalon was a heaven for him. Does that mean an evil person
would go to a life of punishment?”

“If you mean somewhere like Hell,
no. But might such a person be trapped inside a life which, being
of their own creation, be their own punishment?”

The Seeker thought hard about that
one.

“Okay. So we’re concluding here
that our hero, as such, is basically a good person and a sort of
divine power stepped in to intervene. But he could have ended
differently, couldn’t he? I mean, if he had chosen to become bitter
or bury himself in a bottle or become vengeful, those were all also
choices for him, right?”

The Seeker, Cerne remarked to himself, was as
insightful as he had thought.

“Easily, certainly. Good is an
option, so is evil. And rather than being outside the person or
something foisted on us by circumstance, they are options we
choose. You know, I’ve heard it said that when a person becomes
elderly, they drop all the facades and the real person is shown:
they can’t hide who they are any longer. If they are basically good
and caring, that is the way they are seen. But the same is true if
they are hateful and angry about their lives. We’re all like that
insofar as the choices which we make shape the person we will
become. But whatever choice we make, there is always a
consequence.”

“Hmmm, I’d never thought about it
that way. I mean, people are usually so busy blaming society or bad
parenting for all of their mistakes and the way their lives turn
out. I guess destiny doesn’t make excuses for us. At least,” he
said with a laugh, “not like we do for ourselves!”

“Unfortunately, that it true. But
the universe is not a cruel place, either. It was decidedly kind to
the man in our story.”

“Right, right. I don’t want to
miss that point, because it raises a question I wanted to ask.
Cerne, does the man in the Tale stay forever in Avalon with Niniane
or does he, well, you know, come back- like reincarnation? I wasn’t
sure. I mean, if there is no death, which way does it
go?”

“What do you think?” Cerne asked
in return.

“I really don’t know.”

“And I don’t know anyone else who
really knows for certain, either. This much I can tell you, though:
we survive. The spirit of a human being is indestructible and it
goes on to some other state than this one. And that state is a
place, not of punishment and cruelty, but to sort of ‘take stock’
of who we were and how we lived. No one will be harder on us than
we will be on ourselves, I fancy, when we realize all the
opportunities for good we could have done but chose not to in our
own ‘self interest,’ so-called.”

“Then whatever is to come will be
a surprise to everybody?”

Cerne chuckled. “At the very least. In the
meantime we are here to learn and choose wisely, inasmuch as we are
able to do. And every-so-often, life gives us a chance to see
ourselves as others do and, if we are attentive, we can make a sort
of mid-course correction to set ourselves right.”

The Seeker was puzzled. “How does that work?”
he asked.

“Perhaps another Tale might
explain better than my poor attempts,” Cerne answered. And with
that, he began again . . . .

 



II. The Forest of the Soul’s
Mirror

 


Fahoul was a merchant of the city of Tabriz.
Indeed, Fahoul was the merchant of Tabriz. He was wealthy as few
were anywhere and powerful to the point of being a rival to kings.
Throughout the city and the surrounding region all knew the name of
Fahoul and word of his great wealth was carried far and wide. His
caravans traveled to Greece, Baghdad and even legendary India.
Ships of his plied the great landlocked Caspian Sea and the mighty
Caliphs themselves sent fawning messengers from Baghdad to borrow
money for their projects and monuments from the wealthy Fahoul. The
considerable fame of Fahoul was only heightened by knowledge of the
humble beginnings from which he had climbed.

But as many as there were who sang Fahoul’s
praises, it was actually because of his great wealth and there were
many who whispered darkly of how he had achieved it. His beginnings
were, indeed, humble; his father was a shoemaker who, by hard work,
had earned a decent living, putting aside a modest amount against
his later years. Fahoul was his only child, a son who shared his
father’s determination and thrift, yet, somehow, lacked his
father’s simple decency. Early, Fahoul had shown that when forced
to choose between money and people, people would always come out on
the losing end of the encounter. It was his father who, persuaded
by Fahoul, financed his son’s first trading venture from his
savings for his old age. It was successful and turned—as Fahoul was
in the habit of doing—a handsome profit. But his father’s money was
never returned: Fahoul claimed that the loan was his inheritance
and, outfitting a new venture, left for better opportunity in
Tabriz.

His father died, heart-broken at his son’s
betrayal and ashamed to face his friends.

Were this not bad enough, in Tabriz he loaned
money to a widowed cousin. Fahoul was her only living relative to
whom she and her children might turn in her need. Better it were
that they had no one! When she was unable to repay the loan at the
required time he foreclosed, seizing all that she had and casting
her from her home. With no feeling for the distress he had already
put upon his poor relative he even sold her children into slavery,
unintentionally sparing them a worse fate. Their mother starved to
death in the streets of Tabriz.

It was by such means that Fahoul had built his
wealth into a mountain and the gutters of Tabriz were home to many
whom he had sent there. For every voice that sang his praises there
were two that cursed the day of his birth. Yet Fortune seemed to
smile on Fahoul and no evil ever so much as clouded his days. The
wealthy sought his company, the ambitious his support as all the
while his wealth grew. No reverses ever came to came to him and his
fame grew as quickly as his piles of gold.

Such was his life on the eve of his journey to
the shores of the Caspian.

Fahoul had grown suspicious of the honesty of
his chief overseer for the fleet of ships which bore his goods upon
the great inland sea. Profits had been off from their accustomed
levels and Fahoul entertained the question of whether it might not
be the fault of his overseer. Honesty was a virtue Fahoul prized
highly in others and so he decided to see—unannounced and
personally—whether or not it was one that his overseer practiced.
Alone, for the roads were safe at the time, he set out. Fahoul had
craftily let out word that he intended to journey to Baghdad and
enjoy the pleasures of the capital in case anyone should take alarm
and send word to his people at his docks on the inland sea. Where
the road forked, he turned North, away from Baghdad and toward the
shores of the Caspian.

The winding mountain paths finally opened onto
the upper end of a wide canyon, which wound it way down to where
the canyon mouth met the flat, narrow coastal plain. Gulls wheeled
and called overhead and, on the far horizon, he could see the line
of deeper blue that was the great Caspian. Between he and it was
nothing but the plain, featureless except for a nearly circular
smudge of gray-green: The Forest.

Fahoul had been this way only once before,
many years back when he bought his first few ships. his guide at
the time, a native of the region, brought him along the very same
road which, below, came up to the abrupt, sharply-defined edge of
The Forest; an edge that was so sharply defined from the
surrounding plain as to seem unnatural. The road ran up to its very
shadows only to veer aside and skirt it on the south. He remembered
the weather-worn sign which someone had posted there. In darkly
stained letters it read:

The Forest of the Soul’s Mirror

Let only he who knows himself well enter
here

Fahoul had asked his guide what the sign
meant. The man, glancing nervously into the dark woods, muttered
something about none but the good ever passing through the woods
with either life or mind intact. Vaguely, Fahoul recalled snatches
of legends and superstitions that the man had bored him with as
they skirted the disconcerting trees. None of the tales were very
definite except on one point: there was something decidedly
unhealthy in or about The Forest and one would be wise to stay
outside of it at all costs.

The stories made even less of an impression on
Fahoul now as he reined his horse down the canyon road toward the
plain. The bright morning drifted by disarmingly.

It was nearly Midday when Fahoul approached
the western edge of The Forest. From a distance he could spot the
same forbidding sign shadowed beneath the gray, twisted trees.
Although he rode at perfect ease, the nearer to the trees that he
came the more skittish did his horse become. She began to roll her
eyes and laid her ears back, as if alert to a menace not seen but
sensed. Fahoul had little regard for the wisdom of beasts, nor did
he recall the nervousness of the mounts that he and his guide rode
the first time he had laid eyes upon the Forest. However, an
occasional lion could still be found in these parts, so he reined
the mare to a halt and stood up in the stirrups, peering into the
gloom.

Suddenly the horse reared! Fahoul tumbled off,
striking his head as he landed. With a shrill whinny, the horse
wheeled and galloped away back toward the hills. She was swiftly
lost to sight.

As Fahoul came around, he picked himself
carefully up, aflame with rage and indignity, cursing the luckless
mare. How long he had been unconscious he could not say, but he
felt certain the horse would be heading home toward Tabriz. He
would have the ill-bred nag whipped upon his return, but in the
meantime, should she be found by anyone who would know her for his
horse there might be a possible search which could away give his
element of surprise. Should that not happen, he would reach the sea
on foot long before the horse could possibly reach Tabriz, but he
decided to hasten on and avoid even the chance. Fahoul had never
been one to gamble unless the odds were highly in his
favor.

The sun was now past Midday and he needed to
hasten on. Were he to continue on the long road around the murky
woods it would be at best little before midday next before he would
arrive. The chance of being seen was too great. Cover could be had
and hours saved by taking the shorter, direct path through the
woods.

He turned and faced The Forest. Although he
gave no thought to the legends and rumors, the echoing, mournful
cries of birds within it made him uneasy. His eye fell upon the
sign with its warning and his mood shifted quickly to one of
disdain for his own fears. Fables! he told himself and strode
forward into the shadows. Not more than a few steps in, the dry
earth gave way to damp, spongy ground. One step sank wetly into the
soil leaving the impression of his foot behind as he moved on. His
stride bespoke confidence and security, but his nervous glance
betrayed the inner distress that he really felt within The
Forest.

As the sounds of his passing died away and he
moved into the heart of The Forest, mist began to rise from the
imprint of his foot. Thin at first, the vapors rose, swirling,
thickening and, suspended in the air, began to take
shape.

Fahoul had walked on for some distance before
he began to disregard The Forest. The gloom remained unrelieved but
he quickly grew accustomed to it; familiarity breeds contempt and
contempt was a very natural state of mind to Fahoul. For all of its
forbidding atmosphere, Fahoul saw no evidence of anything to fear.
Only the gray, gnarled trees moved in The Forest and- despite the
cries indicating their presence- not even birds could be seen. All
about him there was nothing other than the dull reality of the
rustling trees and dappled pools of fitful light which had found
its way to the floor of The Forest through the thick, almost
unbroken canopy of leaves. In fact, it was the dimming of these
pools of light that alerted Fahoul to the clouding of the sky
above. Fearing the approach of a storm, he trudged doggedly ahead
lest ill weather find him short of his destination. Step upon step
upon . . .

Fahoul halted, catching his breath. A cry,
like that of an animal, distant and wavering. Had it been the wind?
He decided it must have been so and pressed onward. He had not even
gone so far as scarce minutes further when he heard the cry again.
Clearly it was the howl of something—something that had a human
quality to it. The sound was clearer this time. The sound was
nearer this time.

Fahoul quickened his pace. His mind feverishly
figured that he could barely be to the heart of The Forest if he
had, indeed, been going in a straight line for the clouds had made
determining his direction impossible. The howl sounded again, still
closer. It was unmistakably coming in his direction. Something in
his heart told him what his mind would not accept: it was on his
trail. He broke into a jogging run, stumbling now and again in the
boggy turf. Again it sounded! This time the sound took on the
quality of a demon scream. Panic seized Fahoul and his pace gave
way to a full, frenzied run.

Through the trees and thickets he plunged,
branches and twigs slashing at him, falling to the ground once and
hurling himself back to his feet. The howl came on stronger now and
it was plain that his pursuer was both tracking him and gaining
ground. His breath was labored, lungs straining to bursting and
muscles beginning to tire. Now and again the blood-curdling howl
lent wings to his feet but his body was not the equal to
outdistance that which pursued him. The wind grew colder and whined
about him.

Suddenly the trees dropped away. For a brief
moment he thought he had reached their far edge, but before he
could even slacken his pace realized he was in a steep gully with
walls of sheer rock. Frantically, he threw himself, clawing, at its
far wall, the edge just out of his reach.

The howl again! This time but mere steps away
from him!

Ashen, Fahoul whipped around, his back pressed
to the rock. No breath could he take, no sound could he utter save
for a strangled gasping as he faced the thing which hounded
him.

The being that stood before Fahoul in a
half-crouch was his very image. But what an image! Talons hung from
the fingers and fangs stuck out from the drawn lips. The entire
face was twisted up by lines of evil and murderous intention.
Indeed, to the fevered mind of the wide-eyed Fahoul the thing
looked like a beast which had somehow been given a horrid mockery
of his face to wear. Breath rasped harshly past the jagged ridge of
teeth and the glittering eyes bore a look of satisfied, savage
triumph. The two remained, frozen motionless before each other, the
minutes turning into ages while a chilling mist began to fall. The
beast began to laugh. The laughter was slow, deep and dripping with
a grotesque gloating. The laughter ceased as quickly as it had
begun leaving behind an even more terrifying silence. Fahoul felt
as though his heart would burst at any moment. Then, with a voice
which was as much a mockery of Fahoul’s as was its face, the thing
spoke.

“Astonished, Fahoul? Terrified of
what you see? Sickened? You ought to be! You did not heed the
warning and now here you are. Here, in The Forest of the Soul’s
Mirror, where the real self rises to face any who enter here. Do I
disgust you? I ought to! For I, Fahoul, I am your real self. All of
your greed, your cruelty, your unfeeling treachery accuses you now
in me. I, I am your self-seeking animal brutality, Fahoul! I exist
because of the sins of your life and the crimes which you have
visited upon innocent, undeserving others! You loved only riches
and power and behold! here is that love enfleshed before you!
Everything that you truly are, Fahoul, I am! Without pity or mercy,
I am self-serving and ruthless. All this I am because such is what
you are. In coming into The Forest, you called me into life,
Fahoul. Life with but a single purpose: to pass judgment upon
you.”

With a disgusting noise that passed for
laughter, the thing moved closer. Feebly, the quaking man begged,
pleaded, offered riches, promised reform, but the creature was
unmoved. With a lightning-quick movement, the razor talons lashed
out and raked Fahoul’s flesh . . .

~

Fahoul awoke with a scream. Instantly, his
hands flashed to his aching head, but his eyes scanned crazily
about for the thing. Slowly, what had happened dawned upon him.
Toward the west, the sun was lowering upon the mountains and much
of the afternoon had passed.

He sat where he was for awhile, staring at The
Forest. It had been nothing more than a dream, yet he could not
make himself move toward the woods. He was thinking. Thinking long
and hard about what the thing in his nightmare had said of him.
Obviously, there was a message for him in all of this, for there is
always some grain of truth to any dream, and to this one he was
certain there was more than a grain. No, he would not dare The
Forest to prove that it was only a dream. Not yet.

He stood up, gingerly, for his head still
ached and throbbed. He would let the question of his overseer prove
itself with time. There would be no confrontation this day. He
turned his back upon The Forest and began walking up the road in
the direction of the canyon. It would be dark soon and he did not
wish to be too near The Forest. Besides, he needed to retrace more
than his steps and there was no time like the present to decide how
to do that. There were many things which could not be undone, but
he knew where his cousin’s children all were, and their price was
certainly not beyond him. He could undo much in setting their lives
back in order. It was a step and, perhaps, at some time in the
future, he could come back to The Forest and not be afraid to face
what he might find there.

~

“So let me get this straight,” the
Seeker began. “Fahoul had this nasty vision of what fate could have
in store for him, and he avoided it like some sort of death-bed
repentance thing?”

“No,” Cerne answered emphatically.
“The difference is that he still had time, life, and opportunity to
turn his life in a different direction, to make amends, and then he
decided he would actually do so by correcting some of his mistakes.
It is the positive path through life, the one that empowers us to
take charge and make change without waiting until the last
minute.”

The Seeker thought for a moment. “Well, that
certainly would take a lot of regret out of looking back at your
life and not liking what you see. Not to mention the frustration of
not being in a position to do anything about it.”

“Exactly,” Cerne said brandishing
an index finger aloft to indicate a Point was being made here. “In
effect, the ghoul was Fahoul’s ‘life flashing before his eyes,’
so-to-speak. He made Fahoul face all of his cruel and heartless
decisions in a way to make him commit to do something about what he
had done to others. In the end, we are remembered by our actions.
Whether that memory is a good one or a vile one is up to us. We
don’t control everything in our lives, I’ll grant you, but that is
one thing we definitely are in charge of; no one else has any say
over how others see us.”

“So if we are in control of the
way others see us, do they control the way we see ourselves?” The
Seeker sounded uncertain.

“What do you think?” Cerne asked
back.

The Seeker thought again. “I’d rather not
think that, but it sure seems to be the case. A lot of people are
totally destroyed by the opinions others have of them and they
spend a good deal of energy making others think well of them. You
know,” he paused, “that sounds weirdly like the point to the story
of Fahoul, but why does it sound so wrong?”
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