With the arrival of autumn, came Samhain, the most favored holiday of the Wiccan Order.  Samhain was the wiccan new year and the sabbat from which all others flowed.  It marked the end of summertime and the beginning of autumn in nature’s endless cycle of change.  It was also an eve of celebration in which dearly-departed loved ones were remembered.  For witches knew that those who had died did not cease to exist, but lived on in spirit form.  Samhain was the one time in which the barriers between the realms of the living and the dead were lifted.
After a cool autumn day, eventide began as the sun sank toward the horizon.  In the coming twilight, a coven of witches trod a path northward along The Blackwoods in solemn prayer.
Leading the procession was the head of the coven and the sagest of witches, Olden Jade.  Behind her was Olden Cane, who had lived in The Pix for over one hundred years.
Following the Oldens were six Maitrins.  The first in line was Maitrin Graw, the black witch.  Next in the procession was Maitrin Corn.  She had endured many excruciating tortures when the Thirteen Generations flowed from Demon’s Pass and subjugated her city of Garsis.  With a little magic, and a tremendous amount of luck, she managed to escape, bearing many terrible tales of torture and murder.  Indeed, her scars and missing fingers testified to the truth of her words.
After Maitrin Corn, were Maitrins Wren, the palm reader, and Almon, the thaumaturgical historian.  Both had been members of Olden Cane’s coven and had narrowly escaped the Burning Times.
Next were the twins Maitrin Shale and Maitrin Kayle.  They had joined the Blackwoods Coven so they might improve their skills in witchcraft under the tutelage of more experienced witches.
Last in the procession was Younglin Sharon, the youngest member of the Blackwoods Coven and the least experienced of them all.  Given her ineptitude and youth, she would have been rejected by the other witches outright if she had not been vouched for by Olden Jade.
As the coven trod the forest trail, they chanted a prayer in honor of Samhain.

We go now to a sacred place,
And stand within a sacred space
With coven sisters we will sing
As autumn time nature will bring.

We mark the turning of the year.
The door to autumn now is here.
Earth and water, fire and air
We wish departed spirits fare.

This night we are between the worlds
We marvel as this year unfurls.
Earth and water, fire and sky
We pray to the Goddess on high.

Finally, they reached a meadow at the outer edge of the forbidding Blackwoods.  At its center was a knoll upon which stood a black cauldron.  It contained a prepared concoction of bay, figs, garlic, rosemary, thyme, witch hazel, and many other herbs that would provide protection against the evil forces that might encroach on their ritual.  The Blackwoods Coven gathered around the knoll and prepared for the Samhain rite.  Once Younglin Sharon, Maitrin Corn, and Maitrin Almon had placed wood and kindling around the cauldron, Maitrin Graw set the wood ablaze with a whispered incantation and a tap of the knobby end of her broomstick.
As the brew within the cauldron warmed, the Blackwoods Coven poured salt around the knoll, forming a sacred circle.  Then, they placed four sticks of lighted incense upon the four quarters of the circle, each one pointing north, east, south, and west, while muttering prayers of protection and blessing.  When this was done, Olden Jade stood next to the cauldron and rang a cowbell three times.  At once, the Blackwoods Coven took their places around the knoll within the circle’s perimeter, holding their broomsticks out with their knobby ends pointing toward the cauldron.  In response to their concentrated efforts, a sparkling translucent dome magically formed over the sacred circle, covering the witches with its protective influence.  Once the spell was completed, Olden Jade led the coven in a prayer honoring the elemental guardians of the north, south, east, and west.

Magic of Samhain dreams,
Spirits of mystical north,
O’ guardian of earth, heed our prayers
Throughout this rite, come forth.
As the stars crown your brow,
This song of Wicca ye hear,
Open the gates that our loved ones may pass
And our words draw them near.

As they prayed, the witches closed their eyes and filled their minds with cherished memories of their deceased relatives.  While the others thought of long dead husbands, children, and siblings, Sharon thought of Lazenbee Lite, the jovial minstrel who had guided her through The Blackwoods on her quest for the Griffin’s Gauntlet.  It had been there that he had met with an untimely demise.  She recalled the bard’s kindly expression and cheerful manner as the rite continued.

Magic of Samhain dreams,
Spirits of mystical east,
O’ guardian of air, heed our prayers
At behest of wiccan priest.
As on wings of warding ye soar
This song of Wicca ye hear,
Open the gates that our loved ones may pass
And our words draw them near.

Olden Jade held her hands above the cauldron, focusing the magic the coven wove into the magical brew.  Steam seeped from the concoction as it glowed an eerie green.  And all the while, the coven continued to chant.

Magic of Samhain dreams,
Spirits of mystical south,
O’ guardian of flame, heed our prayers
And spare us lengths of drouth.
As your touch warms our souls
This song of Wicca ye hear,
Open the gates that our loved ones may pass
And our words draw them near.

As the brew bubbled, a pulsing beacon of mystical emerald beam of light sprang from the cauldron, pierced through the top of the amethyst dome, and rose toward the evening sky.



Magic of Samhain dreams,
Spirits of mystical west,
O’ guardian of water, heed our prayers
And deem we sisters blessed.
As your rushing rivers flow
This song of Wicca ye hear
Open the gates that our loved ones may pass
And our words draw them near.

The witches repeated their prayer to the spiritual guardians repeatedly until the spirits of The Blackwoods finally heeded their call.  They appeared at the edge of the forest in the form of numerous white wisps among the gigantic black trees.  They remained at the tree line, gathered closely together in uncertainty.   Normally, they would not be able to cross the barrier between The Blackwoods and the land of the living.  But tonight was Samhain, and only on this night of all nights did the barrier between the worlds rise so that communion between the living and the dead could take place.
The witches continued to chant as one by one, the spirits left The Blackwoods and approached the magical lucent dome.
Then the witches bowed their heads in silent individual prayer before lifting their eyes to view the throbbing green beacon.  All was quiet, so very quiet.  Not even the sound of crickets disturbed the solemnity of this sacred night.  Then the coven acknowledged the spectral congregation beyond their sacred circle.  If the witches felt uneasy in their presence, they did not show it.  Sharon, however, was mystified.  When she was told about this part of the Samhain ritual, she had never dreamed that the spirits of loved ones, visible for all to see, would actually arrive.  Sharon had expected such a reunion with the departed to be merely symbolic, even imaginary, but by no means real in the literal sense.
The first to cross the barrier of the amethyst dome was Maitrin Corn.  Having experienced the unfathomably sadistic evil of the Thirteen Generations firsthand, her courage had been honed to heights unequaled by anyone else in the coven.  It was of no surprise that she would be the first to walk amongst the dead this Samhain Eve.
Maitrin Corn moved through the spectral congregation, examining each spirit closely, before she stopped in front of a tall specter that glowed softly in the night.  A glint of recognition glimmered in her eyes, realizing that this was her long dead husband who had been killed in the invasion of Garsis by the demon hordes so many years ago.
“Oh, my dearest,” said Maitrin Corn, choking on her words as her eyes brimmed with tears.  “I have always known that we would be reunited one day.  But I had never dreamed we would meet again in this world, even on this holy night.”
“My wife,” the specter replied, “The unholy curse of The Blackwoods has denied me the peace of Summerland.  But I am overjoyed to see you again, if only for one evening.”
Then, husband and wife, flesh and specter, living and dead, drew close and held each other in love and reunion.  Neither one felt any corporal essence from the other, yet their love held more substance than any physical form.
Then the rest of the Blackwoods Coven passed the dome’s barrier and approached the gathering of spirits, greeting their deceased loved ones in joyful reunion.  
Sharon walked among the living and the dead as they intermingled, seeking the spirit of Lazenbee Lite.  It would be wonderful to see him again.  He could provide a sympathetic ear, something which Sharon needed right now.  For since the Blackwoods Coven had been formed, she had been cast aside and estranged, considered secondary by the older women.  For in their eyes, she was simply too young for their order.  If only she could speak to the kindly minstrel, her unhappiness might be alleviated and she could better abide her situation.
But Lazenbee Lite was nowhere to be found.  Sharon checked every specter in the gathering, closely examining their faces through the haze of their ghostly light.  But she could not find the minstrel anywhere among them.  Discouraged, she once again felt abandoned and alone.
Fighting back tears, Sharon left the gathering at a brisk run eastward toward a grove of trees.  Once there, Sharon crouched in front of a sapling and wept with unrestrained sobs.  In this world, she was an alien, an outcast, a foreigner brought here by a freak occurrence.  She wanted to go home to New Hampshire.  She missed her father, she missed her younger brother Brian, and she missed her school.  She even missed Gerald: the elfin voyager who had swept her away and unintentionally stranded her here with no way home.  She remembered the pleasant moments they had shared in the New Hampshire woods.  She longed to see him again, for there was no one to relieve her concerns, worries, and distress.
As loneliness consumed her, Sharon felt a hand rest upon her shoulder.  Sharon gasped, startled as she scrambled away.  But it was only Olden Jade, whose kindly expression regarded Sharon with concern.
“Samhain be a solemn holiday, lass,” the ancient witch said.  “But it hardly be the time fer sadness.  Indeed, the reunion between the living an’ the dead should be inspirin’ joy an’ hope.  Yet, here ye be in tears.”
“I’m sorry,” Sharon said.  “It’s just…well…I’m homesick.  I miss my dad and my brother.  I even miss Gerald!  I was hoping to summon Lazenbee Lite’s spirit.  But he hasn’t come, and there’s no one I can talk to.”
“There be nothin’ to be apoligizin’ fer, lass,” said the ancient witch as she sat beside her young charge.  “Olden Jade be noticin’ how the rest of the coven be treatin’ ye like ye don’t belong.  Aye, even Olden Jade hasn’t been givin’ ye the attention ye be needin’.  It may not seem so, lass, but Olden Jade knows yer troubles jest the same.”
“Maitrin Corn told me that the other witches wouldn’t accept me because I’m so much younger than they are,” Sharon said as she wiped the last of her tears away.  “That they would think that I’m not mature enough to walk the wiccan path.  Well, she was right!  Look at me!  Crying like a baby!”
“Nay, lass, they be wrong,” said Olden Jade.  “They be very wrong to be judging’ ye solely by yer age alone an’ not be seein’ the maturity an’ potential that be existin’ within ye.  An’ Olden Jade be wrong fer not doin’ somethin’ earlier to be mendin’ the problem.”
“No,” said Sharon.  “There was nothing you could have done.  Their attitudes are firmly set against me.  And there is nothing you or anyone else could do to change that.”
“Mebe Olden Jade can, lass.  With time an’ patience, ye can be accepted.”
“How’s that?” Sharon asked.
“A ways from here, far to the north, be a city by the name of Hemmings.  Do ye be knowin’ of it, lass?”
Sharon remembered seeing it on a map of The Pix.  “Isn’t that near Gibbis?” asked Sharon.
“Aye, lass.  An’ in Hemmings there be a school of magic fer young mages in training that teaches wiccan an’ faerie magic.  It be an ideal place fer ye, Younglin Sharon.  Fer in Hemmings, mage craft can be studied freely an’ without fear of persecution.”
Sharon considered this.  It might be a good thing to go away to study.  And besides, it was clear to her that she would never be fully accepted in the Blackwoods Coven without formal instruction in the wiccan arts.
Sharon nodded her head.  “All right, I suppose the learning experience would be good for me.”
“Wonderful, lass!  Now come,” said Olden Jade as she rose to her feet.  “Let us be returnin’ to the gatherin’.”
With that settled, Sharon and Olden Jade returned to the Samhain celebration beneath the star filled sky.
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