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Dedication

To every reader who has cast the coins, watched the lines settle, and wondered what to do next. May this book turn your readings into work you can hold in your hands — and your work into clarity you can live by.
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Chapter 1: The Question Before the Cast
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You are sitting at a kitchen table at 11:40 at night with a letter open beside you. The letter offers you a job in another city. Better money, worse hours, a manager you have never met, and a start date three weeks away. You reach for your coins and think, Should I take it?

Stop there. Not because the question is foolish — it is the question most people bring to the oracle, and it deserves respect — but because Should I take it? is three questions wearing one coat. Do you mean: Will the work suit you? Will the move hold up? Or are you really asking whether you are afraid of staying where you are?

The cast you receive will answer the question you actually asked, in the shape you asked it. A vague question does not produce a vague book. It produces a precise answer to a muddle, and you will spend the next week trying to guess which part of the muddle it meant. This chapter is about the work that happens before a single stalk is divided or a single coin is tossed. Get this part right and everything after it — the lines, the changing lines, the relating hexagram, even the talisman you may later build from the cast — gets clearer. Get it wrong and no method, however traditional, will rescue the reading.


What a Question Does

A question is not a wish. It is a frame. It tells the cast what field to look at, over what stretch of time, and from whose position.

Think of it the way you would think of taking a photograph. The camera does not decide what is in the frame. You do, by where you stand and where you point it. Move two steps left and the same garden shows a gate you could not see before. The garden did not change. Your frame did.

Every cast works the same way. Ask, What is happening at my workplace? and you get a picture of a situation. Ask, What is my part in what is happening at my workplace? and you get a picture with you inside it, doing something. Ask, What happens if I confront my manager on Friday? and you get a picture of one specific action and its likely weather. All three may be useful. They are not interchangeable.

Here is the first rule of this book: You are responsible for the frame. The cast is responsible for what appears inside it.

That division of labour keeps you honest. It stops you blaming the oracle for a question you never quite asked, and it stops you re-casting the same muddle six ways hoping one answer will flatter you.



The Three Parts of a Workable Question

A workable question has three parts, even when you do not say all three out loud. Name them, at least on paper, before you cast.

First, a subject. Who or what is this about? You, your household, a partnership, a piece of work, a journey? My application for the workshop place is a subject. Everything is not.

Second, a time frame. Most casts speak most clearly about a bounded period: the next week, this negotiation, the coming season, the duration of a project. An open-ended question — What will my life be like? — will still produce lines, but you will have no way to tell a warning about next Tuesday from a pattern that runs for years. Bound the time unless you have a reason not to.

Third, a position. From where are you asking? Are you the actor, the one deciding? Are you asking about something largely in another person’s hands? Are you an observer who wants to understand, not act? A cast about a court case where you are a witness reads differently from a cast about a court case where you are the defendant, even if the hexagram is identical.

Write the three parts down. It takes one minute. That minute is the cheapest clarity you will ever buy.



Yes-or-No Questions, and Why They Starve a Reading

Will I get the job? Should I move? Is she the one?

Yes-or-no questions are natural. They are also the weakest shape you can give this oracle, for a simple reason: the I Ching does not answer in yes or no. It answers in images, situations, and movements. A hexagram describes a configuration — something gathering, something dispersing, a crossing that is nearly complete, a well that needs repair. Forcing that rich picture into a single yes or no throws away almost everything the cast gave you.

There is a second problem. A yes-or-no question hides your own agency. Will I pass the exam? treats the result as weather falling on you. What do I most need to attend to in preparing for the exam over the next four weeks? puts your hands back on the work. The second question will almost always give you more, because it asks about the part of the situation you can actually move.

You do not have to ban yes-or-no questions forever. Sometimes the heart asks one, plainly, at midnight. But translate it before you cast. Use this simple conversion:


	Will X happen? becomes What is the shape of X as it stands, and what is moving in it?

	Should I do X? becomes What follows if I do X in the stated time frame, and what asks for care?

	Is this person right for me? becomes What is the dynamic between us at present, and what is mine to see clearly?



The converted question feels less dramatic. That is a good sign. Drama in a question usually means fear is doing the framing.



Questions That Are Really Two Questions

Watch for the smuggled second question. Should I take the new job, and will my partner be happy if we move? contains your decision and your partner’s feelings. Cast for them together and every line becomes ambiguous — is this warning about the work, or about the household?

The fix is not to cast twice in a panic. The fix is to decide which question is primary, cast for that one, sit with the answer, and only then decide whether the second question still needs asking. Often it does not. A clear answer to the primary question dissolves half the secondary ones, because what you really feared was the unknown itself.

The same rule applies to lists. What about my health, my money, and my brother’s visit? is three casts pretending to be one. One cast, one question, one sitting. That discipline is not fussiness. It is what makes a journal of casts readable a year later, when you come back to check what actually happened.



When Not to Cast

A working manual should say this plainly: some moments are wrong for casting, and recognising them is part of the craft.

Do not cast when you have already decided and only want permission. You will read every favourable line as the permission and every warning line as a test of your faith, and the cast will teach you nothing. If you have decided, decide — and own it.

Do not cast when you are asking the oracle to do someone else’s choosing. You cannot cast away a conversation you owe another person. If the real task is to tell your business partner the figures are bad, no hexagram will make that conversation unnecessary. It might, usefully, show you how to approach it. That is a different question, and a fair one.

Do not cast in a state of agitation if you can possibly wait. Grief, panic, and fury are real, and sometimes life does not let you wait. But a cast made at the peak of a feeling tends to be read through that feeling, line by line, until the answer merely echoes it back. Sleep, walk, eat, then cast. The question will keep. Questions are patient.

And do not cast about another person’s private interior — what they secretly think of you, whether they are being faithful, what they will do next — expecting surveillance. The oracle is not a listening device, and treating other people as puzzles to be decoded without their knowledge corrodes the asker’s judgement over time. Ask instead about the relationship as you experience it, and about your own next step. That territory is yours.

A note of caution that belongs here and throughout this book: a cast is a reflective and ritual tool within a long tradition. It is not a substitute for medical care, legal advice, financial advice, or safety planning. If a question touches any of those, take the cast as one voice about how you approach the matter — never as the decision itself.



Writing the Question Down

Say the question aloud once. Then write it, word for word, at the top of a fresh page or journal entry. The written question is the contract for the cast. Memory edits questions after the fact — everyone has caught themselves remembering that they asked something slightly sharper than they did, once an answer they liked arrived. The written words do not edit themselves.

Keep the wording plain. Avoid loading the question with your preferred answer. How do I make this failing project succeed brilliantly by spring? has already decided the outcome, the quality, and the deadline. What is the condition of this project, and where is effort best spent between now and spring? leaves room for the cast to tell you the project needs ending well rather than rescuing. That room is the whole point of asking.

One more practical detail: ask about what you will do, or about the situation as it stands, more often than about outcomes. Outcome questions have their place — Chapter 10, on casting by time, uses them carefully — but a steady diet of them trains passivity. The Changes, read well, is a book about how situations move and where your leverage lies. Ask questions that have leverage in them.



A Fully Worked Example: From Muddle to Cast

Here is a real shape of problem, worked all the way through. The names and details are illustrative; the method is the point.

Marta runs a small bakery with her brother. A supermarket chain has offered to stock her bread in six stores. The money would be significant. So would the production increase. Her first question, written in a hurry, was: Should I sign?

We apply the three parts. Subject: the supply agreement, not the whole bakery and not her brother. Time frame: the first six months of the agreement, the period covered by the trial terms she was sent. Position: she is a decision-maker, but not the only one — her brother co-owns the business, which means signing is not hers alone to do. Already the original question has cracked open. The real question is not whether to sign. It is what the trial period would demand and whether the bakery, as it stands, can meet it without breaking something she values.

Her revised question, written at the top of the page: What would the first six months of the supermarket agreement ask of the bakery, and what needs care if we enter it?

She cast with three coins (the method is taught in Chapter 3; here we follow only the result). Six casts of the coins, built from the bottom up, gave her: 7, 8, 9, 8, 7, 8 — counting line values in the traditional coin system, where 6 is old yin, 7 is young yang, 8 is young yin, and 9 is old yang. The old yang in the third place is a changing line.

Reading the lines from the bottom: yang, yin, yang-changing, yin, yang, yin. The lower trigram — the bottom three lines — is Li, fire: a yang line at its base, a yin at its centre, a yang at its top, with the changing line at its top. The upper trigram is Kan, water: a yang line held between two yin. Water over fire gives Hexagram 63, Already Across — a configuration that looks complete, orderly, everything in its place.

But the changing line matters more than the tidy picture. The third line of Hexagram 63, in most translations, carries an image of a hard campaign and a warning that lesser capacities get stretched thin in a big undertaking — the old text speaks of a long conquest of a distant region and cautions against employing people who are not up to the task. And because that third line changes, the relating hexagram (Chapter 8 explains this fully) is Hexagram 3, Difficulty at the Beginning — the hexagram of a new thing sprouting through resistance, needing patient organisation rather than force.

Notice what the cast did with the revised question. It did not say sign or don’t sign. It said: the arrangement, as structured, looks complete on paper (63), the strain will land exactly at the hinge between your present operation and the new demand (the third line, top of the inner trigram), the risk is overextension of people and capacity rather than bad faith from the chain, and if she enters it, she enters something that behaves like a beginning (3), not like a finished expansion — it will need staffing, sequencing, and time, and it will punish the assumption that everything is already in place.

Marta’s action was concrete and unglamorous: she went back to the chain and negotiated the trial down to three stores with a review before six, hired a part-time baker before signing rather than after, and told her brother — before any of this — what the cast had prompted her to see about capacity. Whether you credit the oracle or the disciplined thinking, note the mechanism: the question was framed around demands and care, so the answer could be used. Had she cast Should I sign? and received the same hexagram, she would have had a week of arguing with herself about whether 63 meant yes because it looks complete, or no because of the relating 3. The frame made the reading.



Sitting With the Answer Before Acting

One last piece of pre-casting craft is really post-casting craft, but decide it now, while you are calm: give every cast a settling period. Read it, write down your first honest response — including disappointment, if that is what arrives — and then let at least a night pass before irreversible action, unless the matter is genuinely urgent.

Disappointment is data. If a cast saddens you, ask yourself what outcome you were hoping it would bless. That hope, now visible, is often the most useful thing the sitting produced. Likewise, if a cast delights you, check whether you are reading the lines or reading your relief.

A cast is a beginning of a piece of work in this book, not the end of one. Later chapters will show you how to carry a cast into timing, into a talisman, into a sitting practice. None of that works if the question underneath it is fog. Clear question, honest frame, written words, one sitting, one cast — that is the foundation everything else stands on.



Practice: The Three Drafts

Do this exercise before your next real cast. It takes fifteen minutes and needs only paper.


	Write your question exactly as it first came to you. Do not tidy it.

	Underneath, label its subject, its time frame, and your position. Where a part is missing or blurry, mark it.

	Check for smuggled second questions and yes-or-no framing. Rewrite the question once, converting outcomes into conditions, demands, and care: What is the shape of…? What does this ask of…? What needs attention in…?

	Write a third version — the question you would ask if you were not afraid of the answer. Compare it with version two. If they differ, the difference is worth a paragraph of honest journalling before you cast anything.

	Choose the version you will cast with, write it cleanly at the top of a fresh page, and date it.



Keep all three drafts. Months later, they will teach you more about your own habits of asking than any single answer will.



Cautions


	Re-casting the same question in the same sitting because you disliked the answer destroys the record and, usually, the lesson. If you believe a cast was genuinely spoiled — interrupted, miscounted, performed carelessly — Chapter 39 covers spoiled casts and the narrow grounds for setting one aside.

	Do not let another person phrase your question for you and then cast on their wording without checking it against your own three parts. Borrowed frames produce borrowed readings.

	Keep questions about health, money, and safety inside the boundary stated earlier in this chapter: the cast informs your approach; qualified human help makes the decisions with you.





A Short Test Before You Pick Up the Coins

Before any cast, run the question through four quick checks. Say each answer in one sentence, out loud if the room allows it.

Can I state what I will do differently depending on the answer? If nothing in your behaviour could change, you are not asking a question; you are seeking a mood. Wait until the matter becomes actionable, or reframe it as a question about understanding — What am I not seeing in this situation? — which does change behaviour, because seeing differently is a behaviour.

Is the time frame one I can review afterwards? A cast about the next six weeks can be checked against a journal entry in six weeks. A cast about “my career” can never be checked, because everything that happens can be made to fit it. Reviewable questions make you a better reader over years, not just a comforted one tonight. Chapter 12 builds a register for exactly this kind of review, and it only works when each entry carries a frame you can revisit honestly.

Am I asking about the earliest point where I have leverage? People often ask about the end of a chain — the signing, the wedding, the launch — when their real leverage sits two steps earlier, in preparation, staffing, money set aside, or a conversation not yet held. Moving the question upstream almost always improves the reading, because the Changes speaks most usefully about movement, and movement is densest where things are still forming.

Finally: would I ask this question, in these words, in front of the other people it concerns? If not, examine why. Privacy is legitimate; most casts are private. But if the wording would embarrass you because it presumes bad faith, hides a decision already made, or treats another person as an obstacle rather than a party, the embarrassment is information. Rewrite until the question is one you could defend in daylight, then cast in private with a clear conscience. The oracle has a long memory for the tone in which it is approached, because you do — and you are the one who must later read what you wrote.

Run the four checks. They take two minutes. Then cast once, cleanly, and let the answer be the answer.

The question is the first act of the work — frame it as carefully as you will later draw any line or stroke.





Chapter 2: Yarrow Stalks: The Slow Cast

[image: ]

Fifty stalks lie on the cloth in front of you, pale, dry, faintly sweet-smelling, and the room has gone quiet in a way a coin toss never makes it quiet. That is not atmosphere for its own sake. The yarrow method takes twenty minutes or more to build a single hexagram, and in those twenty minutes your question stops being a headline in your head and becomes something your hands have been holding, dividing, and counting, over and over. The slowness is the method. This chapter teaches you the traditional yarrow stalk cast completely — the materials, the arithmetic, the handling — and shows you when this slow cast is the right tool and when it honestly is not.


Why Yarrow, and Why It Survived

The yarrow method is the oldest casting procedure attached to the Changes that we can reconstruct in detail. Achillea — yarrow — grows widely across northern China, its stalks dry straight and hard, and its association with the oracle is ancient: tradition links the plant to sacred sites and to the tortoise, the other great divinatory instrument of early China, because yarrow was said to grow abundantly where tortoises and wisdom were near. You do not need to believe the legend to use the stalks. You need to understand what the procedure does.

Each line of a hexagram is built by a process of division and counting that you perform three times. The process is partly random and partly ritual: you split a bundle without counting, you count off by fours, you set remainders aside. Because you do this eighteen times for a full cast — three operations for each of six lines — your attention is conscripted. You cannot rush it without losing count. Practitioners across centuries have noticed the same effect: by the fourth line, the mental chatter that surrounded the question has usually thinned. What remains is the question itself and a growing figure of lines. Many readers consider this the true function of the method — not superior randomness, but superior attention.

The probabilities also differ from coins, and Chapter 3 will set the two side by side. The four line values are not equally likely in yarrow work: old yin (6) comes up once in sixteen, young yang (7) five times, young yin (8) seven times, and old yang (9) three times. The overall chance that any given line is a changing line is one in four — exactly the same as with coins. What differs is the skew: a yang line is three times as likely to be the moving one as a yin line, and the commonest line of all is young yin, stable and broken. The practical consequence: yarrow readings tend to keep their yin structure and move through their yang lines, and a cast with a single changing line — which focuses the reading beautifully — is a common outcome in either method. If you like your readings weighted toward stillness, yarrow suits you.



Materials

You need the following, and nothing more exotic than patience:


	Fifty yarrow stalks, roughly 30–40 cm (12–16 inches) long, straight and sound. Sets are sold for this purpose; make sure the count is exactly fifty and replace cracked stalks, because a stalk that snaps mid-count spoils the operation.

	A cloth or mat to work on — plain, clean, large enough to hold separated piles. The cloth defines the working field and keeps remainders from rolling into each other.

	A notebook and pen, with your question already written at the top of the page, per Chapter 1.

	A small dish or reserved space for the one stalk that is set apart at the start, and for the remainder piles as they accumulate.

	Twenty to thirty unhurried minutes. Do not begin a yarrow cast you cannot finish. An interrupted cast is a spoiled cast (Chapter 39).



Substitutes exist — bamboo skewers, wooden picks, or counters of uniform length — and they work mechanically. If you use substitutes, keep them dedicated to this work and uniform, so your hands learn them. What you should not substitute is the counting procedure itself with an app or a random-number shortcut while still calling it a yarrow cast; the handling is the practice.



Preparing: The Stalk Set Apart

Lay the fifty stalks on the cloth. Before the first division, take one stalk and set it aside, apart from the working pile, where it will remain for the entire cast. You now work with forty-nine.

That single reserved stalk is sometimes explained as representing the unity behind the multiplicity of the Changes — the undivided source from which the divisions proceed. Treat the explanation lightly and the gesture seriously. Setting one apart marks the threshold between ordinary time and the cast. It also has a blunt practical virtue: the arithmetic of the method is built on forty-nine, and starting with fifty and reserving one is how you get there without ever counting your working bundle at the start, which would defeat the first division.

Settle yourself. Read your written question once, aloud or silently. Then begin.



Building One Line: The Three Operations

A line is built from three operations, called changes. Each operation reduces your working bundle by either four or eight stalks (with one exception in the first operation, explained below). After three operations, the size of what remains tells you the line’s value. Work slowly, and keep the remainders of each operation in separate little piles so you can recount if you lose your place.

Operation one. Take the forty-nine stalks in one hand and divide them, without counting, into two bundles — left and right — on the cloth. From the right-hand bundle, take one stalk and place it between the ring finger and little finger of your left hand (traditional handling), or simply set it in its own small pile if the finger-hold is awkward at first; consistency matters more than elegance. Now count the left bundle off by fours, setting each group of four aside, until four or fewer stalks remain. Keep that remainder — one, two, three, or four — held or piled separately. Then count the right bundle off by fours the same way, until four or fewer remain. Gather the stalk taken from the right bundle, plus both remainders. That gathered set will total either five or nine. Set it aside as the first remainder pile. Your working bundle is now forty or forty-four stalks.

Operation two. Gather the remaining stalks back into one bundle. Divide without counting, take one from the right bundle, count both sides off by fours, and gather the remainders exactly as before. This time the gathered set totals either four or eight. Set it aside as the second remainder pile.

Operation three. Repeat the whole procedure a third time. The gathered set again totals four or eight. Set it aside as the third remainder pile.

Reading the line. Count the stalks remaining in your working bundle and divide by four. The result is the line’s number:


	9 remaining groups of four (36 stalks): old yang — a solid line that changes to yin. Draw a solid line with a mark (traditionally a circle) through or beside it, and record 9.

	8 groups (32 stalks): young yin — a broken line, stable. Record 8.

	7 groups (28 stalks): young yang — a solid line, stable. Record 7.

	6 groups (24 stalks): old yin — a broken line that changes to yang. Draw a broken line with a cross mark, and record 6.



Draw the line at the bottom of your hexagram space if it is the first line. Hexagrams are always built from the bottom up — the first line you cast is the foundation, not the roof. This surprises every beginner once. Do not let it surprise you twice: write BOTTOM at the top of your working notes if you must, or pre-draw six blank lines on the page, numbered 1 to 6 from the bottom, and fill them in as you cast.

Then restore the bundle: return all the remainder piles to the working stalks so that you again hold forty-nine, and build the second line the same way. Six lines, eighteen operations, one hexagram. Mark which lines, if any, are old (6 or 9) — those are your changing lines, and Chapters 7 and 8 will show you how to read them and derive the relating hexagram.



Handling, Posture, and Small Disciplines

Keep the working area uncluttered. Remainder piles that merge are the main source of spoiled counts. Work on the cloth, return strays immediately, and if you genuinely lose count mid-operation, the honest repair is to restore the full forty-nine and restart that line — not the whole cast, unless the confusion is total.

Handle the stalks with both hands and without hurry. Many practitioners divide with the bundle held over the cloth, letting the split fall where it falls rather than engineering an even split; the division should be a letting-go, not a measurement. If you notice yourself trying to produce a particular line — it happens to everyone, especially on the fifth and sixth lines when a pattern seems to be forming — stop, breathe, and continue. Noticing the wish is enough. Acting on it is the only real error.

Keep your notebook beside the cloth and record each line’s number immediately after deriving it, before restoring the bundle. Memory is not a recording instrument; the numbers 6 through 9 are too easy to transpose after twenty minutes of counting.



A Fully Worked Example: A Whole Cast, Counted

Elena, a translator, asked — after the framing work of Chapter 1 — What needs attention in my plan to retrain over the next eighteen months, alongside my current work? She used yarrow, on a Sunday morning, and recorded her operations. Here is her first line in full, so you can see the arithmetic breathe.

Operation one: she divided forty-nine into left 27, right 22. One stalk from the right went to the remainder hold (right now 21). Left counted by fours: 27 gives remainder 3. Right counted by fours: 21 gives remainder 1. Gathered: 1 + 3 + 1 = 5. Working bundle: 44. Operation two: division left 25, right 19; one from right (now 18); left remainder 1; right remainder 2; gathered 1 + 1 + 2 = 4. Working bundle: 40. Operation three: division left 23, right 17; one from right (now 16); left remainder 3; right remainder 4; gathered 1 + 3 + 4 = 8. Working bundle: 32 — eight groups of four: young yin, 8. First line: broken, stable.

Her remaining lines, recorded by number: line two came out 7 (young yang), line three 9 (old yang — changing), line four 8 (young yin), line five 7 (young yang), line six 8 (young yin).

Build it. From the bottom: yin, yang, yang, yin, yang, yin. The lower trigram (lines 1–3) is Gen-like in shape? No — check it properly: lines 1–3 are yin, yang, yang, which is Sun, wind/wood. Lines 4–6 are yin, yang, yin, which is Kan, water. Water over wind gives Hexagram 48, The Well. Her changing line is the third; when it changes from yang to yin, the lower trigram becomes Kan, water, and the relating hexagram is 29, Kan, the Abysmal — water doubled.

The reading she worked with: The Well (48) is the classic image of a shared resource that does not change its location while generations change around it — the town can move, the well cannot; what matters is the state of the well’s lining, rope, and bucket. As an answer about retraining alongside work, it pointed her attention at infrastructure rather than inspiration: the steady source (her existing skills and income) must be maintained, and the lifting gear — schedule, savings, a study routine that actually reaches the water — is where plans fail. The old text for the changing third line of 48 speaks of a well that is clear but not drunk from, and of the sorrow of a capable heart not being used; she read it, sensibly, as a warning against preparing a resource she never actually draws on — courses bought and not finished, a qualification framed as someday. The relating hexagram 29, repeated water, she took as the background condition of the eighteen months: this is a long passage through demanding terrain where habits, not heroics, carry you — you flow through the gorge by staying true in the middle of it, not by one brave leap.

Her concrete actions: she capped course enrolment at one module per term (the bucket, not the reservoir), protected two mornings a week, and set a review date at nine months. Notice, again, what the slow cast bought — forty minutes in which retraining stopped being an identity she was anxious about and became a well, a rope, and a schedule she could inspect.



When to Choose Yarrow — and When Not To

Choose yarrow for the big, slow questions: the yearly review, the decision with a long fuse, the cast you intend to carry into a seven-day or thirty-day working (Chapters 37 and 38), the cast from which you will draw a fu (Chapter 18), where the gravity of the procedure matches the gravity of the artefact. Choose it also when you notice your coin casting has become glib — quick tosses, quick answers, nothing retained. Yarrow is the corrective.

Do not choose yarrow when the question is small and time-bound (What needs care in tomorrow’s negotiation?), when you are tired enough to miscount, or when the setting cannot give you twenty undisturbed minutes. A well-cast coin reading beats a resentful, interrupted yarrow reading every time; the methods differ in texture and probability, not in dignity. Chapter 3 gives coins their full due.



Troubleshooting the Count

Every yarrow practitioner keeps a private museum of counting errors. Visit yours early, while the admission is cheap. The common failures are few and each has a known repair.

The remainders do not total 5 or 9 in the first operation, or 4 or 8 later. You have miscounted a bundle by fours, or the single stalk taken from the right bundle has wandered into a counted pile. Repair: do not try to rescue the operation by adjusting numbers until they fit — that is fiction, not arithmetic. Restore all the stalks for that line to forty-nine and begin the line again. A restarted line is a clean line; a fudged line poisons the cast and, worse, your trust in every cast after it.

You reach the end of three operations with a bundle that is not 24, 28, 32, or 36. Somewhere a remainder pile was returned to the working bundle early, or never removed. Same repair: rebuild the line from forty-nine. If it happens twice in one cast, stop entirely. Fatigue, haste, or a mind chewing on the question’s hoped-for answer is interfering with your hands, and the honest entry in the journal is “cast abandoned, counting unsteady,” with a fresh attempt tomorrow. The tradition respects that entry. It has no respect at all for a forced figure.

You forget which line you are on. This is why the page beside the cloth carries six numbered slots, filled in as you go. If the slots and your memory disagree, trust the slots. If you kept no slots and have lost the place entirely, the cast is spoiled — set it aside kindly and learn the lesson it came to teach, which is about preparation, not about the question.

A stalk breaks or is found on the floor. A broken stalk retires from the set permanently; replace it with a matched stalk before the next cast, and check the total count. A stalk found on the floor mid-cast means the working area failed — restore the line and begin it again, after sweeping the cloth’s surroundings with your eyes. Small disciplines, kept without drama.

Notice the philosophy underneath the repairs: an error discovered is never a disaster, because the method gives you clean restart points at every line. The only unrecoverable error is the concealed one. Practise accordingly, in casting and in most other things.



The Set as an Instrument: Care and Keeping

A yarrow set improves with use the way a musical instrument does — not mystically, but mechanically and associatively. The stalks polish slightly where your thumbs divide them; your hands learn their weight and flex; the small sequence of gestures — laying out the cloth, reserving the one stalk, the first division — becomes a single fluent motion that settles your breathing before the first line exists. Protect that fluency. Keep the set bundled or boxed, in one place, out of damp and direct sun, which warp and split dry stalks. Count it whenever you return from travel or lend the room it lives in. Handle other people’s sets only as you would handle their instruments: when invited, and gently.

When a set finally wears out — stalks thinning, several cracked — retire it whole rather than mixing its survivors into a new set. Practitioners dispose of worn ritual tools in the ways Chapter 21 describes for talismans: burning cleanly, or burial in a place that mattered to the work. What matters is the wholeness of the gesture: the set served as one instrument and leaves as one. Then begin the new set’s education — three lines a day, as the practice below prescribes — and enjoy being a beginner again at a craft your hands already love.



Practice: Three Lines a Day

Before your first full yarrow cast, rehearse the mechanics without a question. For three days, build three lines a day — nine operations — and record only the numbers and your counting mistakes. By the third day your hands will know the rhythm: divide, take one, count by fours, gather, repeat. Then, on the fourth day, perform one full cast on a real but low-stakes question, write it up completely, and review it after a week. Fluency first, significance second — you are training the hands so that, later, the mind is free to listen.



Cautions


	Count your set before storing it. Forty-nine working stalks plus one reserved is the method; a set that has quietly become forty-seven corrupts every cast it touches.

	Store stalks dry, straight, and away from pets and children, who find them irresistible and chewable.

	Never lend your working set mid-working (for example, during a thirty-day working built on one cast’s lines), and do not cast for absent others with your set as a way of checking up on them — the rule from Chapter 1 about other people’s interiors applies with full force here.

	If a cast must be abandoned mid-line, note it as spoiled, put the stalks away, and return another day. Do not salvage half a hexagram.



One line at a time, counted honestly — the slow cast teaches the patience it requires.





Chapter 3: Three Coins: The Everyday Cast
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The coins live in a small cloth bag in the top drawer of your desk, and that is exactly where they should live. A question comes up on a Tuesday — a delayed payment, a difficult email, a trip that may need moving — you shake three coins six times, and in three minutes you have a hexagram you can work with. The coin method is the everyday cast of the Changes: portable, quick, and honest. This chapter teaches it completely, sets its probabilities beside the yarrow method of Chapter 2, and guards against the one vice coin casting invites — speed without attention.


A Brief, Honest History

Coins entered I Ching practice many centuries after yarrow. The method is usually dated to the Tang and Song dynasties, when the Changes moved from court and temple into the hands of scholars, merchants, and travellers who could not carry fifty stalks or spare half an hour. It was sometimes looked down on by purists as a shortcut. Treat that snobbery as historical colour, not guidance. The coin method reorganises the same four outcomes — old yin, young yang, young yin, old yang — into a procedure your pocket can hold, and it has carried serious practice for a thousand years. A method’s dignity comes from the quality of attention brought to it, and attention, as you will see, must be deliberately built into coin work because the procedure itself will not slow you down.

Which coins? Tradition favours old Chinese cash coins — round with a square hole — with the inscribed side counted as yin and the plain (reverse) side as yang — the reverse of the guess most beginners make, so write it down before your first cast. Modern practitioners use any three identical coins. Common conventions: for modern coins, heads counts 3 and tails counts 2; if you use cash coins, the inscribed side counts 2 and the uninscribed side counts 3, because the inscribed side is the yin side and the plain side the yang side. Pick one convention, write it in the front of your journal, and never vary it. Consistency is what lets your records stay comparable across years.

Choose coins with some weight and a satisfying sound. Keep them dedicated: three coins in a pouch, used for casting and not for parking meters. This is not superstition; it is hygiene of association. Your hands will learn these objects, and the small ceremony of taking them out is the threshold that yarrow creates through duration. Coins need the threshold built from ritual instead of time.



The Method, Step by Step


	Write your question at the top of the page, framed as Chapter 1 taught you. Read it once.

	Hold the three coins in both hands, cupped. Shake them while holding the question in mind — a few seconds, not a performance.

	Let the coins fall onto a soft surface (a cloth, a mat, the open journal is too bumpy; use the cloth from your yarrow work if you have one). Count the total: for modern coins, each heads is 3 and each tails is 2; for cash coins, each uninscribed (yang) side is 3 and each inscribed (yin) side is 2.

	The total is your line’s number, the same scale as yarrow:

	6 (2+2+2): old yin — broken line, changing to yang. Mark it with a cross.

	7 (3+2+2): young yang — solid line, stable.

	8 (3+3+2): young yin — broken line, stable.

	9 (3+3+3): old yang — solid line, changing to yin. Mark it with a circle.




	Record the number, draw the line — remembering this is the bottom line of the hexagram — and repeat the shake-and-fall five more times, building upward, line by line, until you have six numbers.

	Form the hexagram, note any changing lines, and, if there are changing lines, derive the relating hexagram by flipping each old line to its opposite (Chapter 8 works this in full).



That is the entire procedure. A beginner can learn it in five minutes, which is both its gift and its danger. The sections that follow exist to protect the gift from the danger.



The Probabilities, and What They Do to a Reading

With three fair coins, the four outcomes are not equally likely. Count the combinations: 6 can only arise one way (all tails), 9 only one way (all heads), while 7 and 8 each arise three ways. Out of eight possible falls, then: old yin 1/8, young yang 3/8, young yin 3/8, old yang 1/8. Changing lines appear in one fall out of four — exactly the same overall rate as in yarrow work. What differs is the distribution: coins treat the two old values symmetrically, while yarrow skews them, making old yang (3/16) three times as likely as old yin (1/16).

What does this mean in practice? Not that coin casts are busier — the expected number of changing lines is the same in both methods. The difference is symmetry. With coins, a yin line is exactly as likely to be moving as a yang line, so a coin cast’s movement can turn on any line at all; with yarrow, movement concentrates in the yang lines and a moving yin line is a rarity worth noticing. Either method can hand you a crowd of changing lines about a quiet situation, and that argues for a rule of emphasis: with coins, learn to weight the primary hexagram’s overall picture first and treat a thicket of changing lines with the triage rules of Chapter 7, rather than reading all five like five separate verdicts. It also explains why the two methods should not be alternated on the same question in the same period hoping to average the results. You are not sampling a physical quantity. Pick the method that fits the occasion, cast once, and stand by the cast.

One more practical corollary: because a coin cast takes three minutes, coin casters simply cast more often, and so meet the special cases early — casts with no changing lines (a situation described as a whole, read through the judgement and image and the hexagram’s structure) and casts with many (where Chapter 7’s rules about which line governs become essential). A five-line change will find you soon enough with either method. Expect it, and do not be rattled.



Building Attention Into a Fast Method

Since the procedure will not slow you, you must. Four small disciplines, cheap to keep, transform coin casting from a reflex into a practice.

The written question, always. The faster the cast, the more the written question matters. No page, no cast — make it a house rule. It takes forty seconds and prevents the classic coin vice of casting vaguely and interpreting freely.

Shake with the question, fall on the cloth. Do not shake idly while chatting, and do not let coins scatter across a bare desk among keys and cups. The cloth, the pouch, the page: a three-object altar you can lay out anywhere. When the objects come out, the mind knows what is happening.

Record before interpreting. Write all six numbers in a column before you look anything up or form any impression of the figure. Mid-cast interpretation — gasping at the fourth line because the hexagram is “going badly” — bends the last two shakes. Finish the cast blind, then read.

One cast per question per occasion. Coins make re-casting effortless, and effortless re-casting is the fastest known solvent of this entire craft. The rule from Chapter 1 applies with double force here: disagreement with an answer is not grounds for a new cast. Confusion is not either — confusion is grounds for study, journalling, and time. If you overrode this rule, write that down too; the journal will cure you faster than willpower will.



A Fully Worked Example: The Delayed Payment

Daniel, a freelance illustrator, was owed a substantial invoice, fifty days overdue, from a usually reliable agency. His framed question: What is the state of this payment, and what approach serves me best over the next two weeks? He cast with coins and recorded his column before interpreting anything: line one, 7; line two, 7; line three, 7; line four, 6 (old yin, changing); line five, 7; line six, 8.

Build from the bottom, twice, from the numbers: yang, yang, yang, yin, yang, yin. Lower trigram (lines 1–3): yang, yang, yang — Qian, heaven, drive and substance below. Upper trigram (lines 4–6): yin, yang, yin — Kan, water, a firm current held between yielding banks. Water over heaven is Hexagram 5, Waiting: clouds gathering in the sky, rain that has not yet fallen, and a judgement that counsels eating and drinking in good cheer while the crossing is prepared — not idleness, but nourished, sincere expectancy. As a picture of an overdue invoice from a sound agency, Daniel noted, it was almost plain speech: the substance exists, the release is a matter of process and timing, and anxiety would add nothing but noise.

The moving part of the cast is the fourth line — the doorway address, the first step into the outer trigram, the place where his approach meets the institution. That placement alone, before any text, told him where his leverage was: not in the debt itself (the lower trigram is stable) but in how he entered the agency’s world. The fourth line of Hexagram 5 carries one of the book’s starkest small images: waiting in blood — and the counsel to get out of the pit. Daniel read it against his own behaviour with appropriate discomfort. His emails had escalated over fifty days from reminder to grievance to a barely veiled threat of legal action; he was, in the image’s terms, conducting his waiting in blood — inside a conflict that was injuring his peace, his temper, and probably his standing with the accounts staff who would eventually release the money. The line’s instruction is not “wait harder.” It is: exit the pit. Change the mode of the waiting entirely.

Now derive the relating hexagram. Line four flips from yin to yang: the upper trigram becomes yang, yang, yin — Dui, lake. The lower trigram, Qian, is unchanged. Lake over heaven is Hexagram 43, Breakthrough: the image of a lake risen up to heaven, and of a matter declared openly and completely, in the judgement’s image proclaimed at the king’s court without concealment. Daniel took the pair as one sentence, in Chapter 8’s form (borrow it early): From Waiting (5), through exiting the pit of conflict at the doorway (line 4), toward Breakthrough (43) — the matter cleared by one open, complete declaration instead of a campaign of pressure.

His two-week approach, drawn directly from that sentence: he withdrew the threat (a short, courteous note apologising for its tone and restating the invoice facts — the literal exit from the pit), and then sent one brief, complete statement — invoice, dates, bank details, the whole matter declared in a single open document, nothing held back and nothing threatened — to the new accounts contact, and let that one declaration stand rather than following it with a drip of reminders: a lake gathered and risen, not a hammer striking repeatedly. The payment arrived on day eleven, with an apology citing an internal migration of the payments system: responsibility for his invoice had been scattered across two departments, and was settled once a single contact owned the whole declared account of it. He recorded the outcome in the journal under the original question, numbers and all, including the sentence that stung: “The debt was never the problem. My way of waiting was.” That is a coin cast earning its keep: three minutes to perform, two weeks of conduct changed, and a lesson filed where it can be found again.



Coins for Different Occasions

Use coins for the weekly rhythm of a working (Chapter 38 builds four weekly coin casts on one question), for questions arising away from home, for quick timing checks within a larger working, and for teaching a beginner, whose hands need a procedure they can master in an evening. Keep a travel set — pouch, three coins, a folded cloth, a stub of pencil — if your life moves around. The best method is the one that is actually there when the question ripens.



Reading for Others With Coins, and Other House Rules

Because coins are quick and carry no ceremony of their own, people will ask you to “just do a quick one” for them — at kitchen tables, in messages, in the pub. Decide your policy before the first request arrives, because a policy invented mid-request is usually just compliance wearing a thoughtful face. This book’s counsel: cast for others rarely, only with the question framed together and the querent present (in person or in a real conversation), and read with them rather than at them — show the column, the figure, the line, and let them do the final work of recognising their own situation in it. Never cast about an absent third party. Never cast for a fee in your first years of practice; money changes the pressure on a reading in ways beginners cannot yet hold steady, and Chapter 36 returns to the ethics of asking and offering in full.

Two further house rules belong to the coin method specifically. First, no casting while travelling through the question’s own events — not in the taxi to the negotiation, not in the corridor outside the interview. The cast deserves a still surface and a written page; what happens in corridors is preparation, breathing, and remembering the cast you made at the desk. Second, the pouch closes the sitting. When the reading is done and the journal entry written, the coins go back into the pouch and the pouch goes back into the drawer. Leaving coins loose on the desk all day invites the idle extra cast the way leaving a bottle open invites the idle extra drink. Ritual containers exist to make endings as easy as beginnings.

Finally, a word about fairness — literally. Coins wear unevenly over decades, and cheap modern coins are sometimes measurably imperfect. You are not running a casino; a whisper of bias in a pocket coin is not a scandal. But if a coin is bent, damaged, or replaced, note it in the journal and re-dedicate the set at the next cast. Records that know their own instruments can be trusted; records that pretend their instruments fell from heaven cannot.



The Fall Itself: What to Watch, and What Not To

Sooner or later a student asks whether the way the coins fall means anything beyond the numbers — a coin that rolls off the cloth, two coins stacked, one landing against the journal’s edge. Settle this now, with a rule you can keep: the numbers are the cast; the theatre is not. A coin that leaves the cloth is simply re-shaken as part of that line, without interpretation, the way a dropped stalk is restored in Chapter 2. A stacked or edge-standing coin is read by its uppermost face if it settles, and re-shaken if it does not. Write the incident in the journal only if it disrupted the count.

This rule is not a failure of imagination. It is the boundary that keeps coin casting a discipline rather than a Rorschach session. The tradition you are learning concentrates meaning in a strict channel — six numbers, one figure, its marked lines — precisely so that the meaning can be checked, reviewed, and argued with. Every side-channel of omen you open (the roll, the scatter, the sound) dilutes the channel you can actually audit, and within a year your journal fills with portents you cannot score and your real casts get no better. Practitioners of Plum-Blossom, you will see in Chapter 11, do read observed phenomena — but they do it by declared rules, with counts taken cleanly, at the moment a question is held. The difference between that and reading a coin’s roll is the difference between a method and a mood.

One legitimate observation does belong to the fall: your own state, visible in your hands. Coins shaken violently six times running, or a hand that keeps hovering to adjust a fallen coin toward a preferred face — these are data about the asker, and the journal is their proper home. Note them in the entry’s margin (“hands unsteady; caught myself wanting line 5 to change”) and let the note do its quiet work across months. The cast reads the situation. The margin reads you. Both readings matter, and keeping them in separate columns is most of what people mean by objectivity in this craft.



Practice: The Blind Column

For your next six coin casts — whatever their questions — practise the blind column strictly: question written, six falls, six numbers recorded, figure built twice, hexagram named, and only then any interpretation. After the sixth cast, read back through your journal and note how often your first mid-cast impression (if you let yourself peek) would have misnamed the hexagram or over-weighted an early line. Most students find at least one misnaming in six. That discovery, made cheaply, is worth more than a month of confident sloppiness.



A Note on Streaks

Coin casters, working fast and often, meet streaks: three casts in a week with old yang in the fifth line, two successive Hexagram 29s, a month in which nothing changes at all. Streaks feel meaningful, and sometimes — across genuinely connected questions — they are simply the same situation being asked about in instalments, correctly returning the same figure the way a compass returns north. But before reading a streak as a message, check the dull explanations first: Are the questions secretly one question, re-dressed? Has your shaking hand fallen into a habit (the same cupped shake produces suspiciously similar falls more often than pride admits)? Is the journal selecting — do you record dull casts as faithfully as dramatic ones? Work through the dull explanations in writing. If the streak survives them, then read it, soberly, as Chapter 7’s change log teaches: a pattern in where your situations keep moving, kept in proportion and tested against events. The oracle’s repetitions earn attention. The caster’s habits earn correction. Wisdom is knowing which streak you are looking at.



Cautions


	Do not cast with coins in motion — in a car, walking, mid-conversation. Falls get lost and so does the point.

	Do not use borrowed random apps that simulate coins unless circumstances leave no alternative, and if you do, record that fact in the journal; the tactile fall onto cloth is part of the method’s attention training, and your long-term records should distinguish hand casts from generated ones.

	Keep your coins out of casual handling by others where you reasonably can; if they are handled, simply return them to the pouch without fuss. The practice is yours; protect it with tidiness, not anxiety.

	Speed is never a result. If you find you have cast, read, and acted inside ten minutes on a matter of consequence, the method was not the problem — return to Chapter 1 and reframe at leisure.



Three coins, six falls, one honest column of numbers — the everyday cast rewards the everyday disciplines.





Chapter 4: Reading a Single Line
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You have a hexagram in front of you — six lines, a name, a judgement text that may run to a paragraph — and somewhere inside it, one line is marked as changing. A beginner’s instinct is to read everything at equal volume: the judgement, the image, all six line texts, the relating hexagram, until the reading becomes a committee meeting where everyone talks at once. This chapter teaches the opposite skill. When a cast gives you one changing line, that line is the hinge of the answer. Learn to read a single line properly — its position, its nature, its company, its text — and a whole class of casts becomes clear, calm, and usable.


Why One Line Deserves a Whole Chapter

A single changing line is a common outcome in any method, and tradition treats it as the most focused kind of cast. The primary hexagram describes the situation. The one changing line describes where the situation is active — where it moves, strains, or offers a handle. The relating hexagram, which we take up fully in Chapter 8, shows the background the situation moves toward. Three layers, three different jobs. The beginner’s error is to flatten them into one blended message and then complain that the book contradicts itself.

Think of a house. The hexagram is the house: its size, its state, which way it faces. The changing line is the one door that is currently swinging. You do not need a lecture on the whole house when what you need is to know which door is moving and whether to oil it, hold it, or walk through it. That is single-line reading.



The Six Positions: A Line Has an Address

A line’s meaning is never only in its text. It is in where the line stands. The six places, counted from the bottom — always from the bottom — form a small map of any situation’s life.

First line (the bottom): beginnings, foundations, what is just entering the situation, often still hidden or not yet respectable. A changing first line speaks about roots: preparation, motive, the thing underneath. Events here are early; much can still be shaped.

Second line: the inner centre — the heart of the lower trigram, and by extension the heart of your own position. Traditionally this is the place of the person inside the situation rather than the official at its top: your conduct, your household, your actual daily ground. A changing second line often addresses how you are carrying yourself in the middle of things.

Third line: the top of the lower trigram, the threshold between inner and outer — the most restless address in the hexagram. Here the private matter meets the public world; here transitions happen and here, classically, danger and overreaching cluster. A changing third line frequently marks the exact point where a plan leaves the desk and meets resistance.

Fourth line: the entry to the upper trigram — the place of the minister rather than the ruler, the doorway of the outer world. Matters here involve institutions, employers, elders, the public, the other party. A changing fourth line often concerns how you approach a power or a structure you do not control, and counsels about timing and manner gather here.

Fifth line: the ruler’s place, the centre of the upper trigram, the position of greatest responsibility and usually the most favourable address in the figure. A changing fifth line speaks about leadership, decision, the organising principle of the whole matter — yours, if you are in charge, or the deciding factor in the situation if you are not.

Sixth line (the top): the end of the development — what has gone to its extreme, the sage’s or the exile’s place, beyond the action. A changing top line often describes excess, completion, or a thing that has outlived its form and must be released, retired, or allowed to fall. Read top lines with respect for endings.

Memorise this map. Not as fortune-telling furniture, but as grammar: the same line text means one thing at the foundation and another at the roof.



A Line’s Nature: Yin, Yang, Central, Correct

Four technical terms — learn them now; the whole tradition uses them and they are simpler than they sound.

A line is either yang (solid, firm, active) or yin (broken, yielding, receptive). Neither is better. A reading in which you secretly cheer for yang and dread yin will mislead you in every chapter that follows; water and fire, Chapters 14 and 30 will argue, need each other.

A line is central if it sits in the middle of its trigram: lines 2 and 5 are the central lines, and centrality lends a line steadiness and weight. A central line’s text often carries the hexagram’s most balanced counsel.

A line is correct (or “in its proper place”) when its nature matches the parity of its position: yang belongs in odd places (1, 3, 5), yin in even places (2, 4, 6). A yang line in the fifth place is both central and correct — the strongest address in the book. A line that is neither central nor correct is not doomed; it is simply working without positional advantage, and its text often reflects effort, awkwardness, or the need for care. Note correctness the way a carpenter notes whether a joint is load-bearing: as information, not as a verdict.

Finally, note a line’s company. Lines relate to their neighbours — a yin line riding on a yang line below it, a yang line held between two yin lines. And lines correspond across the hexagram in pairs: 1 with 4, 2 with 5, 3 with 6. When a changing line’s correspondent is of the opposite nature, tradition sees a live connection between the inner and outer halves at exactly that height of the figure — a channel through which the change can travel. You do not need to squeeze every correspondence for meaning. But when a line text puzzles you, its correspondent is the first place to look for context.



Reading the Text of the Line

Now the text itself. Whether you read Wilhelm/Baynes, Legge, or a modern rendering, a line text usually contains three things: an image (a picture in words — a dragon in the field, a well’s rope, a bird leaving its nest), a fortune (a terse assessment — furthering, no blame, humiliation, perseverance brings reward), and sometimes a commentary tradition that expands the picture. Read them in that order and keep them separate in your notes.

The image is not decoration. It is the operative part — the part you can think with, dream on, and, in the talismanic chapters later in this book, draw with. The fortune is the image’s weather report: it tells you whether the pictured action, taken in this position, runs with the situation’s grain or against it. “No blame” is one of the most misread phrases in the book; it does not mean triumph. It means: this course, though perhaps difficult, incurs no error — you come through it with your integrity and position intact. Sometimes that is the best available outcome, and a mature reader learns to be glad of it.

Read the line text aloud once. Then ask three questions of it, in writing. What action or attitude does the image show? Does the fortune encourage, warn, or simply describe? And what would doing this — or avoiding this — look like in my actual week, in verbs, not adjectives? That third question is where readings become work.



A Fully Worked Example: One Line in Hexagram 11

Ruth, who manages a community clinic’s rota, asked: What needs my attention in the new rota system over the next month? She cast with coins and recorded: 7, 9, 7, 8, 8, 8.

From the bottom: yang, yang-changing, yang, yin, yin, yin. Lower trigram: yang, yang, yang — Qian, heaven. Upper trigram: yin, yin, yin — Kun, earth. Earth over heaven is Hexagram 11, Peace (or Pervading): the classic image of the small departing and the great arriving, heaven and earth in communion, things flowing. A fluent overall situation — good. But the cast is not finished being specific, because the second line is old yang and changing.

Read the line by its address first. Second line: the inner centre, the heart of her own position inside the work — her daily conduct, not the clinic’s policy. Central: yes, it is the middle of the lower trigram — weight and steadiness. Correct? A yang line in an even place is not “correct” by parity — so the line works without formal advantage: the heart is strong but not ideally seated, which any honest manager will recognise as a description of real working life.

The line text of 11, second line, in the Wilhelm tradition, speaks of bearing with the uncultivated in magnanimity, crossing the river without a boat — fording it directly — not neglecting what is distant, and of holding to the middle; the assessment is that this conduct gains honour, finds its centre, and is the way of heaven and earth. Unpack it by the three questions. The image: a person capacious enough to carry awkward, unfinished people and situations without contempt, willing to cross at the ford rather than waiting for perfect transport, attentive to the distant and easy-to-ignore, walking the middle. The fortune: encouraging — this is honoured conduct. The verbs for Ruth’s month: the new rota would strand two part-time staff whose complicated availability the old system had quietly accommodated (the “uncultivated” — the ones the tidy system finds inconvenient); “not neglecting the distant” pointed at the clinic’s outlying Tuesday session, which the new software treated as an afterthought; “crossing without a boat” told her to solve the first fortnight by hand, personally, rather than waiting for the software update promised by the supplier.

Because the second line changes, the lower trigram becomes Li — check it at your desk the way Chapter 3 demanded: line 1 stays yang, line 2 becomes yin, line 3 stays yang, and yang, yin, yang is Li, fire. The relating hexagram is Kun over Li — Hexagram 36, Darkening of the Light. Ruth did not panic at the darker name, because Chapter 8’s rule (which you may borrow early) is that the relating hexagram is background, not doom: over the month, the bright new system would have a shadow side — visibility reduced, some things harder to see — and the counsel of the single line stood in front of that background: carry people generously, cross by hand where needed, keep the distant session in view, hold the middle. She kept a paper shadow-rota for the first month — the ford, literally — and the two part-timers stayed. At month’s end her journal entry under the cast reads: “The line was the reading. The hexagram was the weather; the line was the work.”

That sentence could stand over this whole chapter.



When the Single Line Seems to Contradict the Hexagram

It will happen: a flourishing hexagram with a grim changing line, or a hard hexagram with one bright line. Do not average them into mush. The tradition’s logic is consistent — the hexagram names the field, the line names the moving point within the field. A good field can contain a dangerous gate (Hexagram 11’s third line famously warns that no plain is not followed by a slope). A hard field can contain one sound move. Trust the structure: field first, then the point of movement, then — Chapters 7 and 8 — the direction of travel. Contradiction usually dissolves once each layer is read at its own level.



Reading the Line Against Its Neighbours

A line does not live alone in the figure, and after you have read its address and its text, one more pass repays the effort: read it against its immediate company. Three relations matter most, and you can check them in under a minute.

What it rests on. The line directly below a changing line is its ground. A yang line resting on a yin line is traditionally pictured as firmness carried by softness — strength with a yielding base, often a position of natural authority, like a rider on a horse. A yin line resting on a yang line is softness on firmness — it can be apt humility or precarious dependence, and the line text usually tells you which. Ask, in plain words: what is this move standing on, in my situation? If you cannot name the ground, you have not understood the move.

What covers it. The line directly above is what the changing line presses against or is sheltered by. A changing line beneath a firm yang line may be pushing against a ceiling — expect the text to speak of obstruction, deference, or careful timing. A changing line beneath a yielding yin line has room above it; its movement can expand. In Ruth’s cast in this chapter’s example, her changing second line sat beneath a yang third line — her generous conduct at the heart would press directly against the threshold, which is precisely where her shadow-rota work landed. Company confirms what addresses suggest.

Its correspondent. Recall the pairs: 1 with 4, 2 with 5, 3 with 6. When your changing line’s correspondent is of the opposite nature and also well placed, tradition reads a channel of response between the inner and outer halves at that height — your move at the heart (line 2) finds an answering readiness at the ruler’s place (line 5). When the correspondent is of the same nature, the channel is weaker; the move may have to complete itself on its own side of the waist. Do not build a reading on correspondence alone. Use it as the tie-breaker when the text is ambiguous, and as a prompt for one journal question: where, on the other side of this situation, would an answer to my move come from — and is that place open?

Practise the three checks until they are reflex. Address, nature, text, company — four passes, one line, and a reading that can be explained to a sceptical friend in sentences that point at the figure, not at your intuition. That explicability is not a concession to sceptics. It is what keeps the practice honest when the sceptical friend is you, at midnight, wanting the answer to be something else.



A Small Glossary of Fortunes

Line texts speak a compressed dialect. Learn its recurring phrases once, here, and hundreds of future lines will parse faster.

“Perseverance furthers” — holding to the course, correctly, is itself the advantageous act; the line usually addresses conduct over time, not a single decision. “No blame” — the course incurs no error; expect difficulty without disgrace. “Humiliation” (sometimes “shame”) — the pictured conduct leads to a diminishment of standing or self-respect, usually through grasping, haste, or showing off; it is a social and moral weather report, not a catastrophe. “Regret vanishes” — a course that looks regrettable from here turns out clean; often attached to lines where yielding or retreating is the pictured move. “Misfortune” — the pictured move runs genuinely against the configuration; treat it as the text’s red flag, and look for the alternative the same line or its neighbours imply. “To cross the great water” — to undertake the significant, irreversible venture; lines that further it are blessing a commitment, lines that warn against it are telling you the far bank is not ready to receive you. “To see the great person” — to consult, join, or present yourself to the one whose authority or mastery governs the matter: the teacher, the senior craftsperson, the decision-maker. In modern practice, read it as a standing instruction that some questions in the cast are above your current rank and should be carried, promptly, to the person whose they are.

Keep the glossary in the front of your journal. When a line’s fortune uses a phrase not listed, translate it into your own plain words in the entry and add it to the glossary with the date. A personal glossary, earned line by line, is worth more than a printed one — it records what the dialect has actually meant in the weather of your own casts.



Practice: The Line Card

For one week, do no new casts. Instead, take the most recent cast in your journal that had exactly one changing line, and write that line onto a card: hexagram name, line position, the image in your own five words, the fortune, and your three verb-answers from the method above. Carry the card. At week’s end, write on its back what actually happened at that “address” of the situation — was it foundations, the threshold, the approach to power, the end of something? File the card in the journal. Six such cards, honestly reviewed, will teach you the positional map faster than any table — because you will have seen the addresses operate in your own life.



The Line You Wish You Had Received

Every reader keeps, privately, a second cast — the line they hoped for, running alongside the line they got. Name yours in the journal whenever you notice it: “Wanted line 5’s blessing; got line 3’s warning.” The entry takes ten seconds and does two kinds of work. It quarantines the wish, so the wish stops quietly editing your reading of the actual text. And over a year, the wanted-lines column becomes a portrait of your standing temptations — the blessings you chronically crave, the warnings you chronically dodge — which is some of the most useful self-knowledge this practice produces, and it is produced nowhere else, because no other instrument in your life records your wishes at the exact moment they were refused. Read the actual line. File the wished one. Both are yours; only one is the cast.



Cautions


	Do not read line texts for lines that are not changing and treat them as equal instructions. In a cast with a changing line, the stable lines form the field; mining all six texts for advice produces six masters and no reading. (In a cast with no changing lines, the judgement and image carry the reading — Chapter 6 addresses that case.)

	Do not shop translations mid-reading for a version of the line you prefer. Pick your translation for the sitting, read it whole, and note disagreements between translations afterwards, in the journal, as study — not as an appeal court.

	A single line that touches health, safety, or money is still a reflective prompt, not an instruction that overrides professional advice or your own duty of care.



One swinging door, read carefully, tells you more than a house shouted about all at once.





Chapter 5: Trigrams as Working Powers

[image: ]

Three lines. That is all a trigram is — three lines, yin or yang, stacked — and yet the eight trigrams are the working vocabulary of everything this book does after interpretation. A hexagram is two trigrams in relation. A talisman’s strokes, later, will be built from trigram shapes. The internal-alchemy chapters will read trigrams as powers in the body. If the trigrams remain for you a key to memorise — three solid lines means heaven, check the table — the rest of the craft stays flat. This chapter makes the eight trigrams into eight powers you can recognise in a cast, in a room, in a week, and in yourself.


The Eight, Named and Pictured

Each trigram has a name, a natural image, a family position in the traditional scheme, and a quality of movement. Learn them as characters in an ensemble, not as definitions.

Qian ☰ — Heaven. Three yang lines. Pure firmness, unbroken upward energy. Image: the sky, the creative, the turning of the heavens that never tires. Quality: initiating, enduring, commanding. In a cast, Qian is drive and principle — the part of a situation that originates and insists. In excess, Qian is the head that will not bend: rigidity dressed as strength.

Kun ☷ — Earth. Three yin lines. Pure receptivity. Image: the field, the soil that bears everything planted in it without choosing. Quality: yielding, nourishing, completing, carrying. Kun is not weakness; it is the power that lets things finish growing. In excess, Kun is directionless accommodation — carrying what should never have been planted.

Zhen ☳ — Thunder. Yang









Reading a Trigram in Position





Trigrams as Instructions






A Fully Worked Example: The Cauldron’s Two Powers








Trigram Families and Correspondences






Pairs: What Two Powers Do to Each Other








The Trigrams and the Five Phases






Practice: Eight Powers in One Week




Trigrams in the Room: A Working Habit




Cautions


	Do not reduce a trigram to a keyword fortune — “Kan means danger, bad cast.” Kan also means the true heart flowing through danger unharmed. Every power in this chapter has a competent and an excessive form; read for measure, not for team colours.

	Do not import the body correspondences into health judgements about yourself or anyone else. They belong, in this book, to reflective and sitting practice; they diagnose nothing.

	Resist decorating your practice with trigram imagery you have not yet met in a cast. The powers become real by appearing in your own readings. Collect them there.
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