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​

For all the blessed fictional characters, who provoke so much in us, teach us, and outlive us to go on giving.

​

––––––––
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That which is in opposition is in concert, and from things that differ comes the most beautiful harmony.

–Heraclitus
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Introduction: Welcome to Terrania
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Although speculative fiction is as old as folktale, legend, and myth, today it speaks to a need of planetary consequence: that of imagining our way forward in the face of extinction-level catastrophes, including accelerating climate change. How will we not only survive, but mature? What kind of world culture do we most desire?

Hard to achieve it if we can’t imagine it first.

Some years back, while I mulled what a just, Earth-honoring, and delightful culture of abundance and peace might be like to live in, the word “Terrania” floated through my reveries. Around this fanciful word gathered images, intuitions, ideas—and the stories in this collection. 

Between Terrania as a collaborative accomplishment of our genius and maturity and where we are now stretches a long road indeed. I wanted to show how we walked it. Not step by step, of course, but through the perceptions of key characters located in various points throughout human history. 

Along the way, we had to renegotiate our relations to Powers larger than ourselves. Ancient peoples called them gods. Jung called them archetypes, and he spent most of his time showing how they show up inside us. But whether archetypes, gods, or God, we have tended to be stuck to them. They reappear in our ideologies and institutes, obsessions and beliefs, whether or not we recognize their primal influence. Some of us bow down to them; others ignore them and by doing so fall under their domination. 

How might we eschew the extremes of regression and alienation and instead create a healthy adult relationship with these Powers? Upon this question hangs our chance at coming of age as a species. The Assembling Terrania Cycle imagines our way forward.

The tales herein show our Long Adventure toward consciousness in chronological order (by our time reckoning, that of the Coaguum) from Big Bang to the achievement of Terrania. Some of the characters lighting the way are historical; others are fictional or mythical, which is to say that they have their own kind of imaginal reality. Both move us forward toward fuller versions of ourselves. 

Every fictional tale lives somewhere in the Dreamvale. This imaginal fact invites authors and other creatives to add their own versions with an eye to enriching and deepening the grand tale of our Long Adventure. 

“Fables” are short bits that fill out the Cycle. They represent experiments with a form of storytelling other than the short story, although all the stories offer their own strange and varying blends of science fiction, fantasy, history, and dream. Some take place in the material world, and some in other realms. Sometimes I don’t know which. Maybe you do. 

At my website (Chalquist.com/fiction) you will find essays on the Cycle, an interview with visionary artist Catherine Sorrenti, who provided the cover art, and a glossary that includes terms, character names, and the names and attributes of the thirty Powers. 

For most of my life I’ve been followed around by imaginings and dreams of a better world waiting up ahead of us. It has gone by so many names: Datong, Ketumati, Shangri-La, Golgonooza, Ecotopia, Wakanda, 24th Century... Some of these images—or are they anticipations?—get suffocated by bucolic fantasies of endless leisure; others corrode thanks to cynicism or psychologism. But a key question lingers: What stops us from building, together and from the bottom up, a civilization of everyone’s delight?

As you read these tales, I hope you feel freed to dream into what your version of Terrania has to offer by way of entertainment, consolation—or even motivation to take a step or two in its direction. Perhaps we can walk together.
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The Long Adventure
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​O

nce upon a time, when Time itself was young, the newborn Powers of the Cosmos gathered to converse. They called their family the Komuay.

“Behold the Grand Experiment,” Radantia the Creator told them as her bright presence wafted outward in one luminous, all-giving breath. 

Clouds of gas condensed, switching on quasars to light the new creation. The gas turned incandescent and ignited. New stars shone in the swelling belly of the heavens.

She admired the beauty unfolding on every side. So much color and form here compared to their place of origin, the abstract ideality of the Infrarealm behind this fresh-sparkling Coaguum. 

“Let the Cosmic Game begin!” Kluni blurted, not in words of course but as a chortling sizzling along event horizons of primordial black holes.  

Aluere frowned (a protosun briefly dimmed). “I see it more as a beautiful unfolding,” she said, preening herself as the universal Power of attraction. An entire universe to seduce! Stars gave off their lovely first light through the dark matter scaffold of the cosmos.

Cempa gave a heroic laugh whereby the first-ever pioneer plants on newly formed worlds broke the surface: “A competition!” Fertile and multiplying, the weedy plants dug deep and died young, leaving their aerated soils packed with nutrients.

“No, more a cycle of births, with each living world a life-maker.” So spoke Wildia, or Nature. Her growing body ensouled lichen, root, blossom, leg, and wing.  

Radantia listened patiently to her children as their speech practice birthed a universe. They sought self-definition, and this came only through conversation. Especially for archetypal beings with one root in the realm of potentiality and another, newer face in this spreading domain of actuality. 

Around her, that domain expanded, its limits inflated proudly by Pandere while knitted together by Ravina and Cronicus, Powers of space and time. 

“An Experiment involving worlds guarded by distance and the lightspeed limit,” Pandere explained, “so they grow unhindered at first by other worlds.” Pandere had a habit, even here, of telling other Powers their business even as they conducted it on every side. 

Radantia looked out across the widening, deepening cosmos, with its glittering stars held in the arms of darkness, and found it very good indeed. 

“For now,” Kluni whispered, ever on the lookout for disruptive possibilities. Under his approving gaze, exploding stars flung their long-pent elements into the deepening void.

*   *   *   *   *   *
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Quantum fluctuations, gaseous lumps, gravity-drawn accretions: these and other necessary outbreaks of chaos darting through the mind of Radantia fashioned galaxies, stars, and planets. So Kluni’s next remarks did not surprise her:

“I have a question,” he stated as interstellar debris continued to coalesce into planets. “We were fine in the Infrarealm, were we not? Why do we need a new universe, and troublesome mortal beings who will inhabit it with us?” 

“Each of you remains confined to your own partiality,” Radantia told her watching family. “You, Kluni, cannot avoid being a trickster. Aluere sees everything in terms of attraction. Terkwa queers reality; Magos enchants it; Ordiri gives it form. To enlarge our views, we need to evolve someone who can see, however dimly, beyond our fragmentary outlooks.”

“But with so many species arising across the cosmos, why these soon-to-be-humans?” Kluni gestured at a newly formed world still baking in the fires of its creation. A solar flare looped back upon itself. 

“They could go far...” Pandere sifted possible futures with help from Cronicus, for whom the cosmos flowed onward in webs of meaningful moments. Hopeful possibilities excited Pandere, limited outlook (a huff of x-rays) or not. 

“...Or destroy themselves,” Kluni said. 

Ever curious, Ordiri wondered out loud: “But what makes them different from the other Experiment participants?” 

“Humans will be the storytellers of the cosmos,” said Smee, the curt artisan Power. Even in latent form, he appreciated good craft when he beheld it.

Renastra the dramatic chimed in: “They will wander around, perceive things, think and feel and imagine, and transmute their experiences into tales that benefit others to hear.”

“And take their place in the rich diversity of life.” Wildia could envision it.

“And tell fabulous tales of us!” Pandere, as expansive as ever. 

“So what shall be the rules of the game on Earth?” Kluni asked. Cempa nodded. 

“Their destiny will be in their hands, to make of it what they will.” Fari spoke with the sternness of fate. “We will not intervene directly unless their journey toward awakening demands it.” She would make sure this wild new universe would adhere to the principle of necessity wherever possible.

“Why not?” Unda awaited her chance to carpet the newly formed worlds in green growth. 

“If we interfere too often, the experiment will be useless and they will never mature.” Fari went on: “Instead, each of us may interact with them in one of four ways:

“First, by occasionally, rarely, incarnating as one of them. When we do this, we will be constrained by the limitations of earthly life.

“Second, by partially possessing a human mind to guide events from within rather than from without. Some of these minds will interpret us as gods, spirits, daemons, or familiars.

“Third, by giving our signature to outer events without suspending any natural laws. The fortuitous meteor strikes that prompted organic life on Earth, for example.

“Fourth, and optimally, in measured response to humans conscious enough to address us.”

Bored by Fari’s droning, Kluni chuckled at this tidy fragile scheme. So easy to enjoyably disrupt: arguing Powers siding with this group or that, for example, as blundering, stealing, or fighting bipedal game pieces unwittingly acted out the conflicts of the immortals. For that, however, he needed allies. 

“How long,” Pandere asked, “are each of them to live?”

“That will be allotted by me as holder of destiny,” Fari replied. “Wildia will see them into the world, Cempa and Unda will support them, as will others of us, and at the end of their span of life they will be met by Doja.” The latter nodded slowly, his deadly reach already closing on doomed suns that had failed to ignite.

“It feels galling to be so constrained as we move among them,” Pandere fretted. “Are we not the Powers of this Cosmos?”

“Of course,” Radantia said. “But humans must learn to move beyond the forms we take in each era. For them, the gods will eventually die and be reborn in new forms, die and be reborn. And every time we are, we will gain bright facets of ourselves reflected anew in awakening corporeal minds.”

The family scattered to explore the filling void. Kluni played a quantum entanglement game against Fortis, whose knack was deciding the fall of prosperity, quantum or otherwise. Aluere saw echoes of herself and warlike Bellum in particle-antiparticle pairs emerging from the cosmic background to find one another. Bellum watched two black holes mash together. Some Powers remained near Earth to monitor what would develop there. 

“I’m going on a tour.” Radantia and her daughter Vaeda hovered near the forming moon. 

“By yourself?”

“With my companion.” 

“You will be reachable?”

“Not directly.” 

Vaeda understood. Radantia was everywhere, but not always fully present. This would be one of those times.

“Please look after the Experiment while I’m gone,” her mother continued. “I would hate for it to crash so soon after its inception.” 

“Radantia forbid.” 

*   *   *   *   *   *
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While the Powers conversed, a cooling planet had been preparing herself to host life. She spoke to herself and to whichever Powers might be listening:

I am Earth. 

As one of the youngest children of the Powers, I circle a yellow star, warmed by it even as I cool. White clouds form my turban; blue oceans, my gown; brown soil, my skin; tall mountains, my many wrinkles.

I am circled in turn by Luna, my reflective daughter of a violent past. Although she has withdrawn from me a little, we rotate together through a starry void. Looking upward, I see her silvery phases in lovely contrast to the steady yellow light of the mighty Sun.

Our solar family floats within a bubble of interstellar gas drifting through one curved arm of an immense spiral of light. All of it is ensouled, even those immense dark swirls giving shape to space itself. Ensouled, but diffuse, unaware of its own uniqueness. 

That is where I come in.

At the behest of the Powers, I begin my own long experiment, trying for a consciousness that can particularize. 

Over long stretches of time, I combine and recombine, heat and reheat substances near my surface. One day, stirring inside a permeable membrane, a new kind of ensoulment is sparked. It multiplies, changes, complexifies, multiplies... 

In a mere instant as I track time, it draws a verdant veil across my face. I begin to breathe something other than hot fumes. My skin further cools, bathed in blue air. Winged creatures fly through it; beings with multiple legs walk through it. Long ago, the circulation of potent metals deep within me raised an invisible screen in the sky to protect these, my new children.

Magmatic flows pulsing within my center slowly part. Suddenly, one reaches upward. Pushed by a contraction, the plume breaks open the surface of my skin...    

Out of my ruptured Rift Valley finally walks a late-growing twig on my vast tree of life.

Having lost most of its body hair, it builds fires, wonders about the land, paints, chisels, hunts and fishes, eats root and flesh, lives in families, looks after its kin, empathizes, dreams, loves, and tells tales. Something of each of the Powers animates the mortal frame I mother.

This is Human, a social, inquisitive creature formed of oceanic waters and dark humus, its brain branched like corals, rivers, and trees. When it looks into calm waters, it recognizes its own face.

*   *   *   *   *   *
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“It’s not exactly disobedience,” Kluni argued in the private meeting he had arranged in Earth orbit. 

“I don’t care if it is or isn’t,” Bellum said. “I just want to see what war on Earth would be like. Conflict and carnage. Banners, bombs, and blood.” 

“Me too,” Smee agreed. “I will inspire the invention of axes, stirrups, and siege guns.”

“They will need leaders who wield authority,” added Kerp, speaking sternly as a Power of structure and tradition. Monocrop farming, with its unnaturally straight rows of plants, would lay out his cosmic signature on the earthly plane. “Leaders who can rule obedient followers. Cempa, what do you think? Conflict, or everlasting stability?” 

“May the strongest survivors win.” A comet streaked out of the solar system before the sun could dissolve it.

“The rest,” Doja drawled, “will be given into my influence.” 

Kluni smiled. Deadly Doja could be such a conversation-stopper. Good thing for trickster eloquence:

“I can see others liking this. Pandere the expansionist, for instance, working together with Kerp the agriculturalist. Vaeda as a tough-minded strategist and tactician. Aluere to pick up the pieces and love them. Peaceful Paesha to inspire treaties between conflicts.” 

“War always follows agricultural conglomeration,” Bellum noted, pleased.

“How is all this not disobedience?” Kerp asked.

“The cosmos would not exist without conflict and chaos built into it.” Kluni winked. “Yes, and even disobedience. When things get out of control, peace and order always follow to reestablish the balance. As I see it, we’re doing the Experiment a favor.

“Besides, whether the humans decide to act out their troubles instead of transcending them is really their choice. Isn’t the whole point for them to mature as a species?”

Bellum gave an appreciative snort; a distant sun blew up into a nova. He preferred his talk straight and brief, but Kluni sure knew how to grease the path of action. 

*   *   *   *   *   *

[image: ]


Vaeda found out about Kluni’s private conversation. She quickly convened the family and informed them. 

“You really favor bloodshed and chaos as alternatives to community and peace?” Aluere was outraged. She and Paesha glared at the conspirators. 

“Didn’t Fari say it would be up to them?” Kluni was unabashed. This was the first time in eons the family had fought about something real. 

Vaeda wasn’t having it. “Fari also said not to interfere with them.”

“We won’t, directly,” Cempa said. “Which is to say, outwardly.” 

“Whom do you believe these people will be?” Doja shrugged. “Certainly not harmony-loving garden sitters. They will long for challenges only the sting of death can make vivid.”

“’Every man for himself,’ some of them will insist,” Kluni said. “Entire religions and empires will be built on that philosophy. Results? Inevitable collisions, regional conflagrations, global hostilities as the ambitious strive to dominate all others. Bloodshed? Chaos? They’ll do it to themselves!” 

Bellum had heard enough. “I’m going to put a quick end to this debate,” he said as he raised the intensity of his focus. 

An asteroid darted sunward from the direction of Jupiter. 

“How did you do that without breaking the laws of this universe?” Smee asked. 

“You forget where you came from,” Kluni answered. “He went under the laws by altering archetypal flow dynamics in the Infrarealm.” 

There, the abstract image-idea of a celestial collision; here, an asteroid apparently always bound for the target planet: Earth. Smee admired the graceful execution of it. Maybe he would have a try. 

Aluere had a thing for Bellum, but he was being a reckless fool. She gestured angrily. 

A sudden gravity fluctuation apparently always present bent the asteroid’s path. Mars captured the falling body. It splashed on impact, raising mountains bright with cooling magma. 

Pandere considered the bipeds spreading over Earth. Already causing trouble! Certainly not worth all this bother. He triggered a series of massive, fatal floods. 

Before they could inundate the globe, volcanic Smee grew networks of underground stresses larger than continents. Islands sprouted, coastlines rose—or had they always been that high?—and Vaeda’s human representatives taught the art of making boats and stilts for huts. 

Kluni looked at Smee, who shrugged. (Brief earthquake.) “I changed sides.” 

“This is getting out of hand.” Paesha emitted rising distress. “Can we involve Radantia?”

“No,” Vaeda said, “she’s away. It’s a big cosmos to manage. We’re on our own.” 

A nearby supernova emanated a shockwave with enough force to sterilize all life on Earth. 

Inexplicably, the blast grew distant. Vaeda smiled grimly as, unharmed, observers on Earth saw bright sparks in the night sky and painted them on cave walls, working cunningly with twigs daubed in ochre. 

Kluni chuckled as new sky god religions broke out around the blue-green planet. 

“You don’t want to feel our full wrath,” Vaeda told Bellum as Unda, Aluere, Ordiri, and much of the Komuay got behind her. 

“Empty threat. None of us can die.”

“Some fates are worse than death.” He felt her intensity rising dangerously. A strange, low pulsation of power sent invisible stresses across spacetime.

“No need to take all this personally...” he began as his allies moved to counter violently.

Kluni grinned. So much for cosmic harmony! More an Experiment in creating unmanageable chaos...

“Excuse me,” a human voice whispered in their startled minds. “Are you gods?” 

*   *   *   *   *   *
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She who spoke lived in a valley in southern Africa. 

Like the others of her tribe and time, she walked far, fished, built shelters, wove garments, forecast weather, and hunted small game. She danced, knew plant lore, sang, told stories, taught children and adults, looked after the infirm, and mastered crafts requiring dexterity and concentration. One day she hoped to become a mother. 

Unlike the others, she knew herself to be a prophet, a dreamer of mighty dreams. She was seen as a wise woman of her tribe, though yet young. She still had much to learn.

Her sleep fluctuated, disturbed by the surging tumult of warring Powers. Their voices quarreled and clashed...Gods of her tribe? Perhaps of all tribes everywhere.

They gods desired to know themselves. This gave her the courage to address them. 

“Greetings to you, Holy Ones! I am honored by your presences.” Within the dream she bowed to them.

“We greet you,” replied Vaeda as the others listened. Sotto voce: “Cronicus, is this the one we were hoping for?”

He sorted Time. “The potential is there.” 

“We welcome your perspective,” Vaeda went on. “How much of the current conflict do you understand?”

Eve thought deeply for a moment. “We are embarked on a long adventure, my people and I, set in motion by you. But you disagree about its direction.” 

“I want to see what you’re made of,” Kluni said, “and how far down the road you go before you kill each other off.” 

Eve smiled. “I recognize your presence, Sacred Trickster. Our elders tell stories about you. Perhaps we will prove worthy of your testing.” 

“I like her,” Kluni admitted. “She has spirit.” 

“As I understand it,” Eve went on, “each of you is a kind of world unto yourself: Trickster, War, Peace, Life, Death, Wisdom...”

“Which god or alliance of gods would be most useful to you for your long adventure?” Ordiri was cutting to it. “The most orderly of us, perhaps?”

“No bias there.” Kluni looked at Cempa and Bellum and Doja. “How about a path with humor, challenge, and risk?” 

“How about one with peace, magic, and love?” Paesha asked. Magos and Aluere nodded.

“Wisdom and discernment?” asked Vaeda. 

“You must choose,” said Pandere. 

“No,” Eve stated. Startled silence.

“We need you all, because all of you live inside us as well as around us. Which of you we need most depends on timing and circumstance. 

“For example, before I turned in, I asked two of our wise folk to send me to sleep with a ritual for obtaining vision. I needed guidance from those of you who would offer it. On another occasion, others of you might.”

“Hail Mitochondrial Eve, first human member of the Transdaimonic League.” Magos bowed to her. 

“....If tomorrow a raiding band attacks my village, we will need guidance from an alliance of Strife, Heroism, Strategy, Craft, and, eventually, Peace and Healing to restore harmony.”

“And seasonal festivals celebrating the harvest,” suggested Unda and Kerp. 

“Including figures comic and tragic,” said Kluni and Renastra. 

“And deadly,” added Doja. Kluni laughed.

Wildia did not. “Fine for towns and villages, but what about respect for the more-than-human world?” 

“We must work it out on our own,” Eve replied. “The results will rest on choices made in particular moments by particular people, including me.” 

Above the turning blue-green world, the Powers nodded. 

“To the extent we are not aware of your presences behind events, we will be swayed by you.” Eve paused. “Perhaps you will react to our blind spots by applying pressure—as when our tribal leadership, becoming arrogant, unintentionally invites raids by a band of strangers; or when we grow too dependent upon a region whose food sources then dry up, forcing us to move on. Nature can be a harsh teacher, and all of you appear to us as aspects of nature.” Wildia smiled. “What you are beyond that, behind that, I cannot say.

“However, if your great Game succeeds, then we humans will surprise you, and perhaps even change you. Then we will be peers.” 

Pandere gasped at this effrontery. On the solar system’s largest planet, a storm shaped like a red eye opened and stared. Kluni grinned.

Eve continued:

“In each cycle of time (if I understand your thoughts), the forms you take among us will die and be reborn in the hearts and acts of the vision-holders and storytellers among us.

“In their hands rests the fate of all my kindred. From precarity to precarity we go on our long adventure of awakening.

“Thank you for creating us. In bringing our gifts to each generation, may we honor and remember you with a gratitude fully adult.”

Vaeda smiled. “You have our blessings.”

Eve turned over and entered deeper sleep. 

“She will need them!” Wildia murmured. 

Above her, Luna circled Earth, shining face ever toward her blue mother planet. Below, continents continued their slow, grinding shuffling, slow stony turtles whose backs bore living multitudes.

*   *   *   *   *   *
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“We are already learning from them...” Fari mused. Her siblings marveled. Could even Fate be swayed by experience?

The Komuay pondered this while galaxies turned.

“What do you suppose will become of them?” A question from the family as a whole.

Vaeda: “Who can say? Perhaps they will grow up to cherish their world while remembering lessons learned along the way. Perhaps they will fall into traps set by Kluni and his allies and let the immature among them wreck the abundance that evolved them. But we know this: They will face much.

“Each key historical upheaval–a species initiation, really–will offer an opportunity for them to either assemble or scatter the kind of optimal planetary culture we hope for on every life-birthing world.”

“How?”  Unda asked.

“We follow a hint from Kluni here. Each upheaval will be a Nexus Crisis involving blocs of Powers in conflict, the living presences of the earthly places involved, the flavor of the moment, and historically key humans facing a pivotal event. How they get through it will depend on how they reconcile the Powers behind it. Today, Eve showed the way.

“And humans will have help. Not only ally Powers whom they must learn to detect and work with, but, among themselves, a perpetual League of visionaries. This underground tradition will stretch forward in time until the rise of a just and mature planetary culture allows a fuller emergence.”

“Who will these people be?” Kluni was skeptical. “Surely not the wealthy and powerful I will so easily manipulate. Eve must be a Leaguer, as Magos said...and Enheduanna? Who else?”

“As the temporal sequence unfolds, all will be revealed,” Cronicus intoned, earning a scowl from Kluni.

Aluere pondered. “Given what they will face, that hardly seems like enough assistance.”

“Do not forget,” replied Wildia, “that the subtle animation of the lands, waters, and elements can also assist if their occupants learn to sense it. On peaks they will find a higher view, in valleys helpful depths, along rivers a feeling of flow, in rain resolution, in sunshine insight, at night intuition under the glowing moon. For every dawn, desert, branch, and blade of grass is inspirited.” 

Vaeda nodded. “Also, humans will need to rely on their visionary creatives: their poets, singers, dancers, chanters, artists, mystics, and storytelling fantasists. All can show that when a work of the spirit summons a fantastic image, when a storyteller evokes a magical realm, the door stands open to the Dreamvale and, behind it, to the all-generating Infrarealm and its Source.”

“If they succeed, the door of wonder and dream will never close again,” Magos said with satisfaction.

The Powers paused while they watched Earth turn a few times in the light of its sun. Beyond it, the river of Milky Way light stretched outward, a road of possibility among galactic clusters almost without end.

“Every world in the Great Experiment,” Vaeda reflected, “will hold all the seeds needed to grow a splendid civilization that delights every living thing upon that world. Earth is particularly rich that way.

“In the end, whatever happens will be up to them. Like their sentient counterparts elsewhere, they will face many crucial turning points, to be met successfully only together.

“We will not save them. But we’ll be watching.”

She stared downward, musing: And some day, some far off day, perhaps they will send us home. 

*   *   *   *   *   *
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On Earth, Eve woke with an urge to dance and a word akin to “Terrania” floating in her mind.

She rose and thanked the white-haired couple across the room for the ceremony they had conducted for her. The two shamans smiled as she went out to start her day. 

“That was rather close.” The gray-haired woman looked at her companion.

“Clever,” Pandere said, “opening the door of dream for her like that.” He pulled a skin tighter against the morning cold. Part of his cosmos-spanning awareness had remained within the family conversation.

“She did the rest, though.” Radantia stretched a back cramped from prolonged sitting. “Remarkably evolved, that one. Vaeda found her an easy pupil.” 

“The bit about we Powers all living within each human, though. That insight was your doing, no?”

“No.”

Pandere rose stiffly. “Still, I worry for these people. I’ve never witnessed material beings so stuck to us.” 

“They will certainly have a difficult time of it. They may not survive long. But if they do, they could make a heaven on Earth beyond what even we can imagine.”

They went outside to admire the beauty of the rising sun spilling into the valley. Sometimes it was pleasant to take mortal form.

All around them, Earth breathed, mulled, nurtured, pruned, and weeded. Shaped from cosmic patterns, animated by Vaeda, watched over by the Komuay, and grown from Aluere and Unda, all rooting, crawling, flying, leaping, slithering, walking, and storytelling beings made up one great Earthly family.

And all around and deep within them glimmered Signs to remind them of their kinship with each other, their descent from Earth, their lineage from the Powers, and their ultimate origin in the Source of All.
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The Namings
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T

he red stenciled hand displayed its rocky palm to Aluere and her sibling Powers. Its five-fingered fellows dotted the jagged wall of the cave. 

“The artists knew the presence of the rock,” she said, “and gave it this expression. To them, the rock waved.” The thick-boned, heavy-jawed artists had moved on, but when she touched it with slender fingers, the pigment still felt moist. 

The group in the cave resembled the absent painters but, inwardly, were as old as Time itself. If the cosmos could be thought of as a vast personality, these Powers formed its organizing archetypes. 

Renastra smiled while glancing down at his enormous chest. Today we wear Neanderthal flesh on the stage of this world. What roles will we take up tomorrow, or in a century, or in five minutes? The stages pass in a long procession, but we immortal actors go on and on.

“Walls become audience,” he mused. 

Cronicus looked forward down a swirling tunnel of time. “That hand will wave for at least 64,000 Earth years.” He played with a bead in his long, straight hair. 

Kluni smirked, a lugubrious gesture on the leering face he had put on. “No doubt future human guessers will be paid to suggest initiation rituals or hunting magic.” 

“Always something male and macho.” To Wildia, most of the handprints looked female. She shook her head, and a cascade of dark waves broke upon her broad shoulders.

“And theatrical.” Renastra touched the print. Such a short time on the planet for these innovative bipeds about to pass into history, leaving only a few lonely artifacts behind. 

Having gathered her family in the cave, Vaeda rubbed her hawklike nose and spoke up. “Theatrics of a sort are what I wanted to discuss with you all.” 

“Ours?” Kluni asked.

“Ours and theirs. Specifically, their periodic alternations of growth and learning punctuated by severe crises. 

“Look over here, for instance.” She pointed to the center of the circled Powers. “Cronicus, please assist us.”

“Where would you like to view or visit?”

“Let’s see back in time a bit. Eleven thousand years. Location of view: Sumatra.”

*   *   *   *   *   *
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Cronicus raised his hands and spreading them wide. 

The cave vanished, and an immense volcano appeared. The ground around it shook. Lava blasted from it with such force that the fiery cone melted away. 

Vaesha went on as the darkening skies roiled outward: 

“Thanks to Kluni and the fires of Smee, volcanic disasters threaten humanity. Around the time of this one, the human population dropped to a few thousands. Aluere and Paesha and I helped preserve them by encouraging them to band together.”

“The drop wasn’t just because of the volcano,” Kluni said. “Besides, adversity strengthened the survivors.” 

“And adaptations made by Homo sapiens allowed them to outlive these cave artists.” Cempa shrugged his massive shoulders. He could no longer see the art, but it was just as well. The real mark of a creative species was its strength of competitive championship. 

Vaeda nodded to Cronicus. The scene shifted to northern Babylonia, where the rivers Tigris and Euphrates met. Crops ran in straight lines alongside river-fed canals. Short temples and thick walls stood in the distance.

“Here,” she continued, “Bellum, Cempa, and Kerp played a martial, heroic, and agricultural hand by standing behind Sargon, the first of the empire-builders, as, armed by Smee, he conquered Sumer.”

“But I equipped them with the gifts of civilization: writing, plowing, the wheel.” Smee turned a finger in a circle. “How could they have gone forward without them?”

“With their fancy new tools they desertified the region, which also killed the empire.” Kerp and Wildia surprised themselves by speaking/thinking together. She looked away when he glanced at her.

Kluni winked at white-haired Kerp. A trickster hand too had helped spread the desert. 

“I gave them the model of rulership from above.” Pandere stood so tall the others had to look up at him. 

“I,” Aluere said with emphasis, “replied to Sargon’s influence by inspiring divine poetry in his daughter, Priestess Enheduanna.” She hugged herself with pleasure. The countless hearts she would lift or break! And that was just on this planet. 

“And I rescued the priestess from kidnapping rebels.” Bellum smiled at Aluere, who smiled back.

“You speak as though all of this already happened. It has not!” Cronicus swelled with annoyance. Why could immortals never learn to respect the proper flow of time?

“We can’t see past ourselves.” Reflective Innra kept to her usual quiet tone. “We already know what each of us would do in a given situation, earthly or elsewhere, so it feels like it has already occurred.” She glanced at Vaeda for support.

“Not only that,” Vaeda said, looking at the others, “but these people seem to have no defense against our influence. They are easily possessed, especially when we invest figures of authority with our presence. That is what I brought you all here to discuss.

“If they don’t learn to stand on their own feet, they will put a speedy end to this experiment in consciousness by breaking their world beyond repair.” 

*   *   *   *   *   *
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Vaeda nodded to Cronicus. The scene shifted to a royal library in Assyria. Tablets and writing boards of various shapes and scripts—Akkadian, Assyrian, neo-Babylonian—packed the shelves. 

Cempa spotted a text of the tale of Gilgamesh and nodded.

“Take warlike Ashurbanipal.” Vaeda pointed around her. “Yes, an intellectual who loved to read and write. But also a tempting target for possession by Bellum, as will be Tudhaliya I, Ramses II, Alexander (with help from Cempa), Atilla, Caesar, Aurelius, Muawiyah I, Innocent III, Cromwell, James II, ‘Now We Have ‘Em’ Custer, Mussolini, Hitler, and so many other violent leaders.”

Smee frowned. “But they will wield well-crafted tools: metals forged in Mesopotamia, the stirrup invented in Mongolia, gunpowder and firearms in China, the machine gun in Britain, the atomic bomb in California...” 

Aluere watched Smee brag as his long-fingered hands cupped the air. Repulsive. But his finest works were exquisite...

“You do it too, Vaeda.” Renastra looked at her. “And why not? How could you resist lending a subtle interior hand to institutes of culture like Plato’s Academy, the Jinxia, the House of Baghdad, the Alexandrian Library, Al-Ahzar University? And libraries and museums everywhere?”

“The movable type printing press,” put in Magos of the bushy eyebrows, “was a handy follow-up to the invention of printing in China, although it widened the cultural distance between oral and literate societies.” 

“Ha!” Kluni shook his head, grinning. “I helped bankrupt Gutenberg in the archbishop’s court! The man who sued him was named Fust, just one vowel away from Faust. After selling his soul to the pre-capitalist devil, he published the first psalter.” Kluni and Magos chuckled.

“Speaking of religion, what happened with the Jesus movement?” Pandere asked. “Last time I looked it was spreading all over the world.” 

Cronicus looked away from Pandere’s huge face and grimaced. The movement had not yet occurred! If it ever would. 

Three of them started to reply but Magos did first. “He started out in my archetypal territory as a Jewish prophet, storyteller, and spiritual healer. After he was crucified, Saul got possessed by the spirit of Dionysus, became Paul, and in his teachings initiated a change of archetypes.”

“To mine, specifically.” Renastra avoided the eye of Magos. “Death and resurrection. After that, this underworld religion sided with Kerp, Pandere, and Bellum.”

Vaeda nodded “I watched over Magdalene. It is fortunate she was recognized early on as the consort of Jesus, otherwise humanity might have suffered centuries of religiously sanctioned oppression.” 

Cronicus shook his head at the rising confusion. 

“The Roman Empire was bad enough that way, especially at its end, when Hannibal stopped Scipio Africanus at Zama.” Ordiri turned ever-sparkling eyes on Paesha, who gestured at Zoe. 

“And look at how our sister converted Umar ibn al-Khattab to a regimen of peaceful cultural advancement.” Paesha smiled with satisfaction.

Zoe looked back at her, puzzled. “What? Me?” 

“How about when Admiral Zheng He landed in North America?” Pandere touched his chin, confused. Now why had he thought that? He looked around. Yes, everyone else looked as muddled as he was. 

Cronicus erupted. “None of this has happened yet! And none of us knows if it will.” 

They shared a bewildered pause. The royal library was gone, replaced by cave walls and handprints. 

“It seems so real,” Pandere said. “It feels like I remember the parts I’ve been involved with.” 

“It’s not recollection!” Cronicus sighed. “Not exactly. You’re sensing possible timestreams and event anticipations. Think of them as imaginal ricochets from all our bounds through linear time.” 

Wildia frowned. “Our priority should be freeing their animals from cold laboratories and cramped stockyards.” 

Cronicus raised his brows. “In 64,000 BCE?” 

“We seem to be drifting.” Vaeda extended her view beyond the cave. Hunting and foraging hominids taller, thinner, and flatter-faced than the cave artists roamed toward Europe. 

To clear her mind she tried sorting possibilities: 

The dualistic signature of Bellum leaking into Zoroaster’s cosmology of good versus evil and into the Abrahamic religions to follow... 

Kluni (as rebellion), Cempa (as heroism), and Renastra (as liberation) backing maneuvering Hannibal even as charging Bellum and monocropping Kerp backed Pandere-crowned Rome... 

The influence of Magos and Smee in the coming Information Age... 

She gave up. She couldn’t tell what would happen. Sorting didn’t help. 

“Don’t forget me in their fossil fuels.” Athara’s dry comment surprised even her. She withdrew into her accustomed Underworld silence. 

“Fuels distilled from the dead,” Doja remarked.

“And don’t forget those of us who bring the alternatives!” chimed in Wind, Wave, and Sunlight. 

Kluni stared. “Who invited you here?”

“I did.” Komoyna’s steady brown-eyed gaze scanned the gathering as if daring each of them to protest. Was she not the Power of family and community? And as such, the very heart of the group? No one protested. 

“If you keep this up,” Cronicus warned as his essence wavered sickeningly, “your musings will break Time itself. And if Time breaks, so does the cosmic Experiment in consciousness.”

Which had failed already for one key species. Renastra shook his head at the passing of the cave artists. Would it ultimately fail for all? 

Komoyna stepped toward the center. “But who will help us focus?” 

Vaeda folded her hands. “Let us listen in on their stories. Telling stories is what this species does, after all.” 

“And if they can’t tell us anything new?” Kluni blurted before Ordiri could speak. 

Fari’s cold voice came at them from the rear: “Then the experiment on Earth will serve no further purpose.” 

*   *   *   *   *   *
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“...So when Atum saw his long-wandering children return from the moist darkness, he cried with gladness. And do you know what happened then? The tears became all of us...”

The Egyptian storyteller sat in the shade of the temple, his listeners seated around him. The villagers gathered every week to hear him. 

Aluere put a hand on her heart. “What a beautiful story! Is Atum an Egyptian Radantia?”

Vaeda nodded. “You’re there too, in the romance between Shu and Tefnut and all the other love pairs of their pantheon. And as Hathor especially when she’s not being Sekhmet.”

“They told other creation tales too,” Smee muttered. 

“One starring you as Ptah the divine craftsman.” Kluni kept a straight face. Best to stay on good terms with the artisan god for future uses. He gazed out at the desert beyond the canals through the narrowed mythic eyes of Set.

The story ended. From the ancient City of the Sun the Powers transferred their group perception through time and space to Ifẹ in southwestern Nigeria. 

A priest sat before her students: 

“...So when Eshu stole the yams from Ifa’s garden, he left footprints with Ifa’s slippers, then argued that Ifa had stolen the yams himself...”

Kluni smiled. “This sounds familiar.” 

“It should.” Ordiri shook his head. “You had to become my messenger to repay the theft.” 

“My plan all along. Reminds me of when you were Apollo...”

In ancient Athens, a singer wove into words the divine conflicts of Zeus and Hera. 

“I was never that jealous.” Komoyna squinted at Pandere.

“Never? Not even as Indrani, Aditi, Ixchel, Juno, or Parvati?” 

“No, although you as Zeus, Jupiter, Di Jun, Huang Di, or Olorun would have given me reason to be.” 

Vaeda listened to tales about wisdom goddesses: Saraswati, Sky Woman, Athena, Deborah, Amaterasu, Nuwa... Aspects of herself echoed through the lengthening song of human storytelling.

She turned to Cronicus (Aion, Zurvan, Chronos). “You’ve gotten rather free with shuffling time periods.”

He seemed more solid now. “The storytelling is giving us focus, so I see less risk of scattering.” 

She studied her family. Bellum was calmer and less edgy, Renastra less dreamy, Doja less creepy and ethereal, or at least less ethereal, Wildia more self-contained and content... 

“The namings,” Ordiri told her. “They make a difference. To us. They help us live more substantially in this universe.” 

Vaeda too. Calmer, more centered, more present. She nodded.

“Humans have given us an assortment of names for bringing us into their stories, dances, crafts, and dreams...” 

Back in the cave, she considered once again the red handprints of a reverent, transitory people. Would its predecessor survive?

​
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Enheduanna Claims Authorship
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G

ather, my cosmic kindred, so I can tell you all a tale... 

Once thrown out of the great Temple of Nanna in Ur, Enheduanna had prayed to her moon god, as befitted his earthly bride. She had served as High Priestess of the Akkadian Empire. Now she lived in exile.

Declaring his epithets—Wise Celestial Orb, Nightly Illumination, Master of Oracles, Keeper of Time, Herder of Cattle, Diviner of Life and Fate, and so on—she came to the point: “Why did you allow the usurper Lugal-Anne to invade the holy precincts and kidnap me to the eastern mountains?”

She sipped air to control her anger while she awaited a response. A leather harness creaked beyond the door flap of her tent. Did Lugal-Anne’s hovering guards think she would run away into the desert like a coward? 

She recalled the day her father, Sharruken (“Rightful King”) of Akkad, had appointed her to the position of High Priestess, in part to bring the upstart southern region of his empire more firmly under religious control. Her base, Ur’s Temple of Nanna, was nearly as ancient as the city itself. Sumerians populated the dry land between the northern and southern seas. Her people the Akkadians, speaking a Semitic tongue, had migrated in from the west and mingled peacefully.

Until Sharruken, who loved control. His worst failing. Impossible to make peace with it even though it exalted her.

Childhood felt far away. Dusty encampments, shouted orders, troops drilling to exhaustion in an arid plain. Her father claiming divine authorization from supreme An, land-ruling Enlil, warlike Ilaba, and fierce Inanna. He would achieve, he insisted, what Enmebaragesi failed to do and unite the cities of Sumer. 

Once he had, the harder work began. She learned all about control: how to organize family, inspectors, judges, officers, the army and military governors, who controlled currencies of silver and barley for beer, crops of wheat and dates, herds of goats and sheep, textiles of wool and reed, smithies that turned out tools and weapons of copper and bronze. 

Because of conquest, she wore fabrics and gems from as far away as Anatolia, Lebanon, and the Indus Valley. The resource-poor land filled with oils, cedar, ivory, lapis, alabaster, serpentine, carnelian, copper, tin, and diorite, all brought from afar. 

Through her influence, the king also sought to control the beliefs of his subjects. Some of them disliked control. Angry at having their leaders deposed, their irrigation canals diverted, their arable fields confiscated, their homelands handed over to Akkadian dignitaries, and a full two-thirds of each crop paid to their new landlords, the city-state citizens gathered and fought back.

Lugal-Anne did not confine himself to outlawry: stealing, raiding, a pitched fight or two. No. Copying her father’s principles of military organization, he led an army of his own, invaded, and cast out the Akkadian officials, including the High Priestess.

Perhaps her father should not have boasted, “Any king who would rival me, let him go where I have gone!” Although he had gone to the afterlife, his influence continued through Enheduanna’s nephew Naram-Sin, who sent out his armies to consolidate the empire. 

After wrecking the inner temple, the usurper had assaulted her, and, when she resisted, handed her a dagger so she could stab herself. She threw it down in disgust.

In tented privacy, she lowered her arms. Moon would not reply. 

Rearranging the ritual summons, she raised them again, this time to Morning Star. The unspoken words pulsed like her fierce heartbeats: 
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