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  Dedicated to Sarah “Rah” Howel

  We both know that Tree, and the birds that sing within the branches.


The Mud Woman
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    This story predates, well… most everything.


    It is, currently, the only known creation story. Ihyel is a big world. There are surely others.
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    In the earth, a woman slept with her knees to chest, and arms wrapped around herself. The earth groaned. The earth broke away from her body as the woman woke and moved. The earth writhed in the effort to birth the woman. It pushed her forth. She emerged, fully grown, laying flat upon the muddy dirt that had once enveloped her. She stood slowly. And then she walked. There was nothing more. She had been made, it seemed, to walk. 

    So, the Mud Woman walked. 


    With each footfall, the Mud Woman could feel the grains of earth shifting within her body. She felt it with each movement of her arms, and each bounce of her breasts. She felt the earth of her body shifting, grain against grain creating movement. She seemed to be alive only to walk forward. She walked upon earth from which she had come. Excepting herself, the earth looked barren. There seemed to be nothing to walk towards. But she walked. 


    Time was unmeasured, each moment seemed ‘now’, and empty of anything but her footsteps. The walk was endless till the Mud Woman came upon a stump almost the same dusty brown as herself and the earth around her. The Mud Woman stopped walking. Her first thought was that it looked rather like a pair of knees twined together, an emerging body forgotten after the knees had been made. Or like an umbilicus, a cord of life tied off, forgotten. 


    The Mud Woman could feel a yearning inside the stump. It yearned to grow. 


    She had found her purpose. 


    The Mud Woman gave the stump her love, but it needed something more, so she gave it light, the sun. The light warmed them both. It was not enough. 


    She gave it air, and the thick stump began to grow upwards, not changing width or breadth, but reaching towards the sky. Everything that it was remained hidden inside, yet it waited for the chance to burst forth. Love, sun, air was still not enough. 


    So the Mud Woman gave the trunk water, and watched it seep into the ground to kiss the roots. It was no surprise to her that she could see into the ground that had made her, as she had also felt the earth of her move as she walked. The roots drank the water. The Tree grew branches and leaves. Again, this was not enough, so the woman gave the Tree a river to flow beside it, between two low hills now defined. 


    The Mud Woman gave the Tree brothers and sisters. They grew on the hillside from seed to seedling, unlike this Tree. They were thin, delicate trees, but she knew they would grow. Beneath their branches, and their young, pale green leaves, grass grew on the hillside. This was good. This was not enough. 


    The Tree yearned for more.


    So the Mud Woman brought it animals to wander the land around it, and birds in its canopy. She watched a deer walk by the tree, dipping its head close to the earth, foraging for food. Its tail flickered, revealing a flash of white. There were leaves on the ground, as if much time had passed by. The land had grown, and seasons had passed. The old leaves once yellow and red had fallen to the ground leaving drifts of brown and worn gold as a carpet beneath the Tree’s branches. It was good, but not enough. 


    So the Mud Woman gave the Tree sound. The birds sang in the trees, rejoicing, and the memory of the deer walked past again, with the sound of its hooves crunching the dead leaves.


    And this was good. The Tree was content.


    The Mud Woman moved towards the river, though she would remain with the Tree always. They were necessary to each other. She looked up, past the hills, and saw a man. He too was walking as she had done till she’d found the Tree, focused only on the purpose of walking forward.


    Mud Woman moved towards him, for his path lay close by her and the Tree. She gestured and spoke, showing him the Tree. But he did not understand, nor did he care. He walked past her, continuing on his path. His steps were focused and mighty.


    The Mud Woman sorrowed, watching him walk away. She turned from his retreating form, and looked the way he had come. There came a woman who was following the man. 


    The Mud Woman walked to meet her. The woman stopped and joined her. The Mud Woman showed the Tree. Standing beside her, the Mud Woman knew that this woman could see, and might have the knowledge of the tree's nature within her, like a seed. She might know that this was the Tree, that it had lessons of life and living within. 


    Mud Woman showed this woman the roots, deep underground. She showed her the heart of the tree, the bark, and the branches still slowly growing. Though the roots remained underground, though the heart remained hidden, the Mud Woman knew that this other woman saw what she revealed. 


    The Mud Woman showed this woman the fruit of the Tree. Having been part of the conversation, and speaking its own silent language, the Tree itself bent a branch down towards this woman so that she could see the large, red fruit better. 


    The fruit hung just above the woman's face.


    The woman touched something vital, and could feel it grow in her as the Tree bent its fruit towards her.


    “This is life,” said the woman, delighted and giddy. She tore the fruit from the branch and took a bite. 


    The Mud Woman felt a shock, and the Tree’s hurt surprise. They both felt something empty, hollow inside as she the woman turned and ran to follow the man again. The Tree sorrowed to its roots, for it had so much more to tell.


    The Mud Woman watched as she ran to the man, who, now at a distance, still walked with steps focused and mighty. The Mud Woman trembled as she watched to see the man and the woman.


    The Mud Woman watched her give him the apple. “This is life!” she told him. 


    She saw the woman offering the fruit to the man, again and again, not knowing of the emptiness of her offering—remembering only the greatness of what she’d felt while the Tree had offered its fruit. He could not understand what she meant. 


    Somehow, the Mud Woman could hear his thoughts: This is just an apple. 


    Eventually, tired of the woman’s pressing this fruit upon him, he grabbed the fruit from her hands, and tore out a bite with his teeth. Chewing, he continued to walk forward, apple in hand, while the woman, tried to make him understand. She did not know how much she’d missed by taking the fruit too hasty. 


    In the years to follow, he told the story, but changed. The Mud Woman saw this as the pair faded away. It would change, the full meaning lost before he’d been given the apple. The Tree would grow without their partnership.


    The Mud Woman who tended the tree wept. “Why did he walk away?”


    The man did not learn from the Mud Woman, and the woman who had run after, could not learn from him; he would not learn from her as her own weak understanding had slowly faded. Their children would learn from them.


    For its long life, The Mud Woman was the steward of the Tree rising from the umbilicus of the world. 
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A Nhor Myth
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    This little myth predates Sen of the Woods.


    The apotropaic Nhor, herself, might laugh at such a tale as told here. 
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    Before the Great Temples were brought forth from the womb of the earth, there were two children born to Hehunn, God of the Hunt, and Tuvath, Goddess of the Summer’s bounty. Thielle and Nhor.


    There was also born another God, Jammon, God of Fire and Metallurgy.


    As He grew into the stature of his Godly nature, Jammon fell under the steps of fate and became betrothed to the Goddess Thielle. Now, she was unlike any Goddess for her beauty was overwhelming even to the Apatin, the King of the Gods.


    Hehunn and Tuvath, in hopes of preventing any wars among the Gods for her pretty hand, had arranged with Jammon for a speedy wedding with their daughter. The young man had seen her only once, and even then while she wore a thin veil. It had been enough. He knew that it was not love. Enraptured by her beauty, he could not remove her from his mind; he must possess her.


    He fashioned a necklace for her as a Bride-Gift, and started towards her parent's palace. On his way, with the palace in his sights, he noted a luxurious rose garden. He perceived from the flowers a sweet fragrance more delicate and delightful than any he had ever experienced. Their colors gleamed sure and bright. There seemed to be no fault in any of the blossoms. Despite the softness of their petals, and their fragility, they were almost bold. As the roses graced the palace grounds, he supposed it to be Thielle's garden. Such beauty he could admire, and even love.


    In hopes that he could find true love in Thielle—for in his heart he was honorable—he began to wander the garden and let himself delight in the scents and sights of the roses until he came upon a hooded figure tending a rose bush.


    “ Excuse me,” he said.


    The figure turned. Even under the hood, a thick veil hid all features from view. Jammon could tell nothing about the person. The clothing looked old and rough, so he assumed this was a mere servant. He could not perceive if the figure were male or female.


    “Is this not Thielle's Garden?” he asked, confident of the answer.


    “ No,” said a woman's voice. “It belongs to her twin sister Nhor.”


    “I did not know the Goddess had a sister,” he said in some surprise.


    “They do not speak of her much, for she is a Goddess of Ugliness and Despair. Her parents have ordered her to hide herself away from their eyes. The Circle of Gods decreed this upon her birth.”


    “How unpleasant! I thought all the Gods were of good,” he said.


    The figure said, “Her parents believe that her deformity came from some fault of her own; that she somehow disagreed with The One who brought all from Chaos in order. Nhor does not agree.”


    Jammon laughed wryly and said, “Because she knows that it is some fault of somegod else? Or there can be no curse upon a God?’


    “No, once she thought it a fault of her own as well. That was not so. Despite what all who’d told her, her horrible countenance was her despair. Therefore, she hoped to fill the world with hope that she felt inside of herself—and made these gardens. She even had the courage to look herself in the mirror and tell herself she was beautiful.”


    The young god was appalled. “Wouldn't that be lying?”


    The figure laughed gently. “Do you think so?” asked the robed figure. “Then what do you think, kind sir, of these beautiful, beautiful roses?”


    Her voice, though not pitched as perfect as the melodious voice of Thielle, had a delightful ring to it. The cloaked figure laughed again.


    The robed head inclined and admonished the young God. “Now, Go dear sir. Go to Thielle. She will like the gift that you hold in your hand, though it will not add or detract from beauty such as hers. Its value will be as equal as the moment the stones and metal came from the ground.”


    Jammon had been caught once by Thielle's beauty, but the sound and words of this ragged and covered person's speech transported him to places and thoughts he had never known.


    “No, indeed,” he said, and moved towards her. “The beauty of these roses are more valuable than gems or gold. They last only a little while, and must be loved in the moment, one must take time to enjoy them.”


    He pulled off the hood and removed the veil. He hesitated just one moment for she was truly Nhor.


    He then said, “But gold and gems will last, and so will you wear them? For your words are more beautiful than Thielle's will ever be,” as he laid the necklace on her neck.


    At that moment she became beautiful because someone else also saw the beauty within her.


    She transformed before him, becoming the Goddess of Hope and Courage, not because of Jammon’s necklace, but because he’d seen beyond her strife, and to her own true self.


    She had believed, without hope, till he had reached for her. At that moment she was beautiful because Jammon had loved her. His action transformed her into the Goddess of Hope and Courage for all the world to see—though this was who she had always been.
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