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			To my husband, Kyle, whose natal Mercury in intuitive Cancer forms a harmonious sextile to my Virgo sun, supporting the most magical communication, understanding, and love.
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Introduction

			In astrology, the sun can’t help but be the (literal) star of the show. As it steadily charts its annual path from Aries through Pisces, spending about thirty days in each of the twelve signs, the blazing luminary guides us from one distinctive tone to the next. The sun sign you were born under also determines your response to the frequently asked question, “What sign are you?” (shorthand for “What sign was the sun in when you were born?”). While the sun offers insight into your self-image, identity, and confidence, it is just one integral detail of your astrological blueprint, aka your birth or natal chart. To better understand your thought processes and how you communicate, learn, absorb and share information, and engage with technology, look to the sun’s closest neighbor: Mercury.

			Envision a time in which you were completely in the zone while spilling your thoughts into a journal, making a presentation, or enjoying satisfying banter with a friend. Recall honing a new skill set or gaining knowledge, whether in a classroom or out in the world. In these cerebral moments, the celestial body running the show was Mercury, the planet of communication, transportation, and technology.

			I’ve always felt especially connected to the messenger planet for good reason: Mercury is a major player in my birth chart. From the time I first learned how to write, I knew I was meant to spend my life doing exactly that. At age five, I asked my dad if he thought I would grow up to be an author, and he enthusiastically said yes. While he is an exceptionally doting father, his confidence in my ability to be a published author one day also stemmed from the fact that he understood my birth chart. I was born with not only the sun and moon but, importantly, Mercury in Virgo, the mutable earth sign known for being a pragmatic, detail-oriented bookworm. Because Virgo is ruled by the messenger planet, my parents anticipated that I’d fall head over heels for the written word. And given that I was born during a Mercury retrograde (something that’s true for 25 percent of the population—more on this later!), it’s no surprise that I’m compelled to write about, discuss, and defend the often-feared and misunderstood astrological event.

			Knowing that Mercury has such a strong influence on my chart has empowered me to pursue my most ambitious goals, and I encourage everyone to explore Mercury in their own birth chart to better understand and leverage their communication style. Maybe you want to zero in on the best way to go to bat for a promotion or feel more at ease pouring your heart out to your BFF or significant other. Or perhaps you’re hoping to chill out about and even benefit from Mercury’s reversals, which happen three or four times a year. This book is meant to be a down-to-earth guide to tapping into the power of Mercury—during its backspins and all year round—and harnessing it to express yourself, connect with others, and even find the silver linings in its retrograde periods. Yes, really!

			To start, you’ll find a breakdown of astrology’s basic building blocks, including what a natal chart looks like, how to find Mercury in yours, and other key symbols and definitions (like the elements and qualities) that will prove helpful as you read on. In Part One, you’ll discover astrological must-knows about the messenger planet and how Mercury retrograde works, plus how you can thrive during these periods—especially in your career, in relationships, and in wellness. Part Two ushers you through transiting Mercury’s “seasons” (aka its journey through each of the twelve sun signs), offering up tips for when it’s direct, or moving forward, and tricks to call upon when it’s retrograde. The book will also help you understand your natal Mercury, breaking down your superpowers, challenges, and compatibility with other signs as well as your Mercury house placement, which tells you where in life your unique communication abilities play out.

			Some notes to consider as you move through the book:

			Mercury—in your chart and in the sky—is just one piece of a complex puzzle. While you may have been born with Mercury in gregarious, outgoing fire sign Sagittarius, it’s possible that your sun is in private, aloof water sign Scorpio, which may mean you’re not as direct and boisterous as, say, someone born with both the sun and Mercury in Sag. Or maybe your Mercury is in peace-loving air sign Libra, but at the time of your birth, it was clashing with go-getter Mars, which may nudge you to be more comfortable with passionate debate than the average person who has Mercury in the sign of the Scales.

			Similarly, you might find that Mercury is currently moving through a generally laid-back sign like Taurus, but it’s interacting with another planet in the sky or your chart in a surprisingly excitable, breakthrough-bringing way. In other words, contradictions are inevitable in astrology, which is complex and multidimensional—just like us and our daily lives.

			You can use astrology to learn about yourself as well as other people. Two of the best gifts astrology has to offer are bolstered self-awareness—something you’ll absolutely get out of studying your natal Mercury—and an understanding of and compassion for others. To that end, I encourage you to explore this book with a dear friend, significant other, or family member. Maybe even read it with someone you often butt heads with. My hope is you’ll find helpful hints that can preempt crossed wires.

			The goal of this book is to help you feel informed, empowered, and seen. More often than not, Mercury is associated with its retrogrades and has a reputation for being the culprit of complete havoc. Sure, one of its nicknames is “the trickster planet,” but it is also the celestial body that fuels your thoughts and ability to bring them into the world. By becoming more familiar with Mercury, you can easily tackle unfounded fearmongering head-on and share what’s on your mind with more conviction and confidence.



	

			
Astrology Basics

			Imagine a time when you stood under a dark sky splattered with shimmering stars, many of them banding together to cut patterns into the canvas of nighttime. Or maybe you were taken aback by the dramatic sight of a luminous full moon as you stood on a beach and noticed its obvious influence on the tides. Moments like these can’t help but remind us that we’re connected to the heavenly bodies above and surrounding us.

			Perhaps you picked up this book hoping to learn more about your personal astrology or wanting to understand how the planets’ everyday movements are, like the weather, setting a particular tone and laying the groundwork for various events to transpire. Either way, a wonderful place to start is by learning more about the luminaries (aka the sun and the moon) and the planets, each overseeing specific areas of life and possessing unique characteristics and powers.

			You’ll also do well to consider the additional essential details that will support exploration of your birth chart, astrological transits, and, specifically, Mercury. Because these key building blocks come together to tell a complex story about your perspective, interests, strengths, challenges, and even your life path, they’re worth discovering and holding in mind as you dive deeper into astrology. 

			
The Luminaries and the Planets

			Although zeroing in on Mercury can offer especially valuable intel on your communication style, all of the luminaries and planets (aka natal placements) in your birth chart work in tandem to help shape your personality, point of view, and life story. That means you’ll do well to consider the influence of each. 

			[image: illustration of planents: Sun, Mercury, Venus, Earth (moon), Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, Pluto]

			
The Sun [image: astrology symbol: sun]


			The blazing star that serves as the center of our solar system colors your:

			
					Core identity

					Self-image

					Confidence

					Expression of pride

					Self-esteem

					Purpose

			

			The Moon [image: astrology symbol: moon]


			The moon is what I like to call your astrological “emotional compass,” helping to shape your:

			
					Inner world

					Emotional nature and needs

					Intuition and instincts

					Sense of security

					Nurturing style and the ways you want to be nurtured 

			

			
Mercury [image: astrology symbol: mercury]


			The messenger planet (and speediest celestial body) informs your:

			
					Communication style

					Approach to information-gathering and sharing

					Thought processes

					Decision making

					Ideal strategies for learning

			

			Venus [image: astrology symbol: Venus]


			The planet of romance and values influences your:

			
					Creative self-expression

					Perception of beauty

					Relationship to earning money

					Experience of pleasure

					Demonstration of affection

			

			Mars [image: astrology symbol: Mars]


			The go-getter planet, which fuels passion and dynamism, powers your:

			
					Action style

					Inner drive

					Anger

					Motivation

					Self-assertion

			

			Jupiter [image: astrology symbol: Jupiter]


			The largest planet in our solar system, which has a magnifying effect, impacts your:

			
					Experience of attracting and making your own luck

					Self-expression of generosity 

					Thirst for seeking out and soaking up wisdom

					Interactions with opportunities 

					Faith in others

			

			
SATURN [image: astrology symbol: Saturn]


			The taskmaster planet, which oversees rules and reality checks, informs your:

			
					Approach to setting boundaries

					Life lessons related to discipline

					Fears (and restrictions that may stem from them)

					Approach to responsibility 

					Relationship to authority figures

			

			Uranus [image: astrology symbol: Uranus]


			The game-changing planet, which often spurs breakthroughs and shake-ups, affects your:

			
					Approach to innovation

					Rebellion against rules or convention

					Expression of individuality

					Experience of personal freedom

					Relationship to limits and boundaries

			

			Neptune [image: astrology symbol: Neptune]


			The mystical planet, which tends to cloud rational thought, helps to shape your:

			
					Imagination and creativity

					Experience of spirituality 

					Desire to heal and care for others

					Intuitive and psychic abilities

					Relationship to dreams

			

			Pluto [image: astrology symbol: Pluto]


			The planet of regeneration, which is connected to the subconscious, guides your:

			
					Experience of infatuation and obsessions

					Approach to uncovering the hidden truth of any situation

					Desire to find deeper meaning 

					Approach to transformation 

					Relationship to power struggles and control

			

			
What It Means When a Planet Is “in” a Sign

			Unlike astronomy, which studies the stars’ movement in real time, Western astrology utilizes a fixed system called the tropical zodiac, which aligns the spring equinox with the first degree of Aries, the first zodiac sign. At the core of this system is the sun’s apparent path across the ecliptic: the circle of twelve fixed constellations that surround the Earth. Here’s a simple way to think about this: Envision yourself standing in the middle of a 360-degree circular room, and painted on the walls around you are all twelve constellations, or zodiac signs, each of which spans 30 degrees. The sun, the moon, and all the planets are projected over the constellations. Although Earth moves around the sun, it appears from our perspective that the sun, the moon, and all the planets are moving around us, making their way across the ecliptic. And the tropical zodiac is based on our earthly view. So, the sign that a planet occupies is determined by our vantage point—how each constellation appears from where we’re standing on Earth. It also hinges on our experience of the seasons, as a new cycle always kicks off with the spring equinox, which is when the sun moves into the first sign of the zodiac, Aries.

			Because each celestial body moves at a different rate and in its own pattern across the ecliptic, each will be “in” a sign for a varied amount of time. The sun, for instance, spends about thirty days in a sign. Meanwhile, Mercury spends anywhere from fifteen to sixty days in a sign. As the celestial bodies make their way through the twelve signs, they form harmonizing or tense angles with one another, fueling the astrological weather of the moment, which we all experience collectively.

			At the same time, they connect with the placements of the sun, moon, and planets in your birth chart (more on that in a moment), making for both joy-filled days and challenging moments. For example, if you were born when the sun was in intuitive Pisces, and tomorrow, the moon happens to be in fellow emotionally intelligent water sign Cancer, you’ll be feeling more balanced, tranquil, and peaceful. But while Mars, the planet of action and aggression, is in Virgo, which is the opposite of Pisces, you might find conflicts arise more frequently, especially within one-on-one relationships.



			
			Transiting vs. Natal

			Throughout the book, you’ll see references to “transiting Mercury,” which refers to the planet as it moves through the signs in real time. We’ll also talk about “natal Mercury,” which is your Mercury sign—think of it as a screenshot of what transiting Mercury was up to (for instance, the sign it was in and the other planets it was interacting with) at the exact moment you were born.

			


			
The Birth Chart: Your Astrological Blueprint

			When you’re trading personal details with a potential partner, a new colleague, or a casual acquaintance, a quick and easy way to understand their basic disposition—and perhaps also your compatibility—is to ask, “What’s your sign?” While learning someone’s sun sign can be a wonderful jumping-off point to get to know them, it’s just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to their unique astrological picture.

			Everyone has a distinctive natal chart—aka birth chart—based on their exact birthdate (including the year), birth time, and birthplace. This chart denotes not only which sign the sun was moving through when they were born but also the placement of the moon and planets—including Mercury—at the precise time of their birth from the vantage point of their birthplace. Because the sun, the moon, and the planets all move at different speeds, it’s common to have been born with the sun in, say, Leo, but the moon in a completely different sign like, say, Capricorn, and Venus in Cancer. Each of these natal placements can offer valuable insight into your motivations, perspective, personality, strengths, and opportunities for growth.

			Western astrology may be more than 2,000 years old, but thanks to a recent revival of enthusiasm for the practice, it’s become more common to know your astrological “big three,” which are your sun sign, moon sign, and rising sign (aka ascendant). If you’ve gone a bit further, you might know your “big six”: sun, moon, and rising as well as your Mercury, Venus, and Mars signs.

			While this book will help you get familiar with your natal Mercury so you can be an even more self-assured and effective communicator, I advocate doing a deep dive on each of these placements—and really, your entire birth chart—to foster self-awareness.

			
How to Cast Your Chart

			For starters, you’ll need your birth month, date, and year; time of birth; and place of birth, including city, state or province, and country. This info is usually included on a long-form birth certificate. If you don’t have it on hand, you can request it from the county where you were born. From there, you can:

			
					Visit my website, maressabrown.com, where you can generate a free natal chart.

					Use the Time Passages app or a paid software that professional astrologers use, like Solar Fire (for PCs and Macs) or Astro Gold (for Macs).

					Work one-on-one with a professional astrologer. Many astrologers offer birth chart readings.

			

			Throughout the book, you’ll learn how to interpret key details in your birth chart, especially those related to your natal Mercury. You’ll also find more resources for understanding your astrological blueprint.

			For an example of a birth chart in general—and one in which Mercury's strengths are spotlit—check out the opposite page. Amanda Gorman, inaugural poet and the first person to be named National Youth Poet Laureate, has a noticeable Mercury influence in her birth chart. Because her rising sign is Mercury-ruled earth sign Virgo, her chart is ruled by the messenger planet. Her natal Mercury is in Pisces, sitting at 29 degrees (the final degree of a sign, aka the anaretic degree). This placement signifies that the messenger planet’s powers are intensified and associated with a fated mission. Gorman was born to harness thoughts and language (Mercury) to convey dreams and emotion (Pisces). With Mercury in her seventh house of partnership, collaboration comes naturally to Gorman, and because it is conjunct action-oriented Mars, the way she communicates is tightly tied to how she takes action. This reflects the way she uses her writing as a form of activism. 



			[image: Amanda Gorman's Mercury Wheel]



			
Essential Details

			As you explore astrology, keep these must-knows in mind.

			The Ruling Planets

			Every sign has a planetary ruler that influences how it expresses itself. For instance, if your Mercury is in Cancer, the moon’s intuitive, emotional energy informs your communication style.

			[image: ] Aries: Mars

			[image: ] Taurus: Venus

			[image: ] Gemini: Mercury

			[image: ] Cancer: The moon

			[image: ] Leo: The sun

			[image: ] Virgo: Mercury

			[image: ] Libra: Venus

			[image: ] Scorpio: Pluto (modern ruler), Mars (traditional ruler)*

			[image: ] Sagittarius: Jupiter

			[image: ] Capricorn: Saturn

			[image: ] Aquarius: Uranus (modern ruler), Saturn (traditional ruler)*

			[image: ] Pisces: Neptune (modern ruler), Jupiter (traditional ruler)* 

			*Prior to the discovery of the outer planets (Neptune, Uranus, and Pluto), traditional astrologers only referred to the inner planets (Mars, Venus, Mercury, Jupiter, and Saturn, plus the sun and the moon) as rulers of the twelve signs. Once the outer planets were discovered, modern astrologers incorporated them as new or corulers of several signs (Scorpio, Aquarius, and Pisces). Both traditional and modern rulers illustrate the signs’ characteristics.



			
The Elements

			The twelve signs are divided into four elements—fire, earth, air, and water—each of which has its own signature traits. When exploring Mercury (either transiting or natal), you’ll want to think about how the elements function to get a sense of how the messenger planet will express itself. If it’s moving through a fire sign, we’ll all be inclined toward passionate self-expression. And if it was in an earth sign when you were born, your communication style tends to be grounded and pragmatic.

			
[image: ] Fire

			Aries, Leo, Sagittarius

			Driven, adventurous, action-oriented, and dynamic

			
[image: ] Earth

			Taurus, Virgo, Capricorn

			Practical, rational, analytical, and organized

			
[image: ] Air

			Gemini, Libra, Aquarius

			Information-seeking, social, unattached, and cerebral

			
[image: ] Water

			Cancer, Scorpio, Pisces

			Artistic, intuitive, sensitive, and empathic 



			
The Qualities

			Within each element, there’s one of each quality (also referred to as “modality” or “triplicity”): cardinal, fixed, and mutable. Each speaks to the innate temperament of a sign.

			
[image: ] Cardinal

			These signs excel at taking initiative and visionary thinking but might struggle to get to the finish line.

			
[image: ] Fixed

			These signs commit to concrete plans and see them through but also dig their heels in.

			
[image: ] Mutable

			These signs are open-minded, experimental, and receptive but have trouble taking a stand.



		
				Spring

			Aries (cardinal)

			Taurus (fixed)

			Gemini (mutable)Summer

		

		
			Summer

			Cancer (cardinal)

			Leo (fixed)

			Virgo (mutable)

		

		
		Fall

			Libra (cardinal)

			Scorpio (fixed)

			Sagittarius (mutable)

		

		
		Winter

			Capricorn (cardinal)

			Aquarius (fixed)

			Pisces (mutable)

		

			
The Aspects

			Planetary aspects describe how the transiting sun, moon, or planets or natal placements are interacting with one another, based on the distance between them.

			
[image: ] Conjunction

			Two celestial bodies are in the same spot, which means they’re functioning in sync.

			
[image: ] Opposition

			Placements that are 180 degrees apart are at odds with one another but may offer an opportunity for growth.

			
[image: ] Quincunx

			Placements that are 150 degrees apart may contradict one another and require holding space for two energies that are truly dissimilar.

			
[image: ] Trine

			Placements that are 120 degrees apart indicate an easygoing harmony between them.

			
[image: ] Square

			Placements that are 90 degrees apart spur tension but can bring about productive change or action.

			
[image: ] Sextile

			Placements that are 60 degrees apart set an easygoing vibe and present an invitation or opportunity to harness their powers.

			
[image: ] Semi-sextile

			Placements that are 30 degrees apart set the stage for disharmony but can work when each one’s unique strengths have a chance to shine.

			
The Houses

			Every birth chart is split into twelve pie slices referred to as houses. Think of your natal chart’s houses as a map of the stars and planets specific to when and where you were born. The top of the chart (houses seven through twelve) shows the signs that were visible in the night sky at the exact time of your birth from your vantage point on Earth. The bottom of the chart (houses one through six) are the signs that could be seen from the opposite hemisphere. And as the Earth rotates on its axis over the course of twenty-four hours, the sun, the moon, Mercury, and all the other planets appear to parade clockwise through the houses. They all rise over the eastern horizon, the same spot the sun rises over. On every natal chart, the eastern horizon is represented by the cusp of the first house—aka the ascendant or rising sign. If you were born midday, the sun and planets that travel closely to it, such as Mercury, were high in the sky above you, at the top of the chart (the tenth house). They set in the west (the angle that sits opposite the ascendant, known as the descendant), so if you were born when it was nighttime in your hemisphere, they’ll appear at the bottom of the chart.
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