Harmonic Being — Paul Marshall
Chapter Seven
The Sigil Keeper
(Miriam & Magic)
Fire, left untended, can burn itself out or become destructive. It needs a hearth. It needs containment and direction.

I had returned from my travels in Thailand with a head full of starlight and a heart full of questions, but I was still struggling to integrate the vastness of what I had felt under those Asian skies with the density of life back in the UK. I had left the cold warehouses of London, but I hadn't yet fully landed in my own power. I needed to learn how to ground this fire, how to bring the magic of the cosmos down into the mud and the roots of the everyday world.
But before I learned to contain the fire, I had to witness what happened when it ran wild.

The Hertfordshire
It happened in a building that stood high on a hill, overlooking the open sea, set back from the edge of the cliff as if placed there deliberately to catch the wind. From its windows, the horizon stretched wide and uninterrupted, where the English Channel became a flat grey-blue line in the far distance when it met the sky that shifted with the weather. On clear days, light poured through the tall sash windows. On others, mist rose from below the cliff and gathered round the imposing building, leaving it suspended between land and sky.
It was known as The Hertfordshire. Built in the late nineteenth century, the house had not begun as a private residence. It was designed as a seaside convalescent home, born of a Victorian faith in elevation and the restorative qualities of sea air as favoured by the more affluent classes. The cliff, the exposure, the distance from the town below were considered healing.
I couldn't quite face the crazy of London after Thailand so instead headed to my home town of Hastings and got a job working night shifts, caring for the residents who now called the place home. They were not all elderly in the way we immediately picture that word. Some were in their late fifties or early sixties. My age now. People with histories, with dignity, with lives that had not finished simply because their bodies had grown weary.
I remember the wife of an MP who had advanced dementia and never uttered a word. But if you gently helped her to the piano, something beautiful happened. She would slowly straighten her back, place her hands on the keys, and play Chopin or Mozart, as if the music lived in a part of her the illness could not reach. I lived for those moments.
It was a job that required patience and stamina. It also required nerves of steel, though not for the reasons one might expect. The building itself seemed to possess an anger, a heaviness that pressed against the back of the neck.
I remember one night, while we had some time on our hands, we found an attic entrance in the eaves of the building. We managed to prise it open. Via torchlight, we climbed in. As our torches lasered through the darkness it became quickly apparent this space hadn't been touched for years. We found old Victorian pictures of elegant ladies and a few family portraits, complete with a lap dog. Best of all, we came across an old logbook of people that had stayed there, along with details of their ailments. All handwritten, and I remember remaining mesmerised, not only by the details but as I focused on the energy I could feel from the large book, specifically the handwritten notes so carefully recorded.
There were hundreds of entries within its pages, yellowed and brittle. The ink had faded to a rusty brown, but even via torchlight, the handwriting remained legible — careful, deliberate strokes from another century.
Mrs. Eleanor Grace Ashworth, aged 72 years, admitted 14th October 1893. The physician's notes detailed her ailments with clinical precision: severe nervous exhaustion and melancholia, hysteria with episodes of catalepsy, chronic neurasthenia, weakness of the constitution, and disturbances of sleep with night terrors.
There was no discharge date recorded. No note of recovery or release. The entry simply ended, as if Mrs. Ashworth had been absorbed into the building itself. There were many Mrs. Ashworths. That happened a lot at The Hertfordshire. Energies lingered.

The Boom
The night shifts were long. Especially in winter. Drawn out and freezing. Joyless. The staff room smelt of cigarettes, coffee, and deodorant. My shift began at eight in the evening. Twelve hours stretched before me.
It was the lull period. Around four in the morning, the hour when time stops moving. I sat at the table in the staff room. Elbow on the surface. Head in my hand. Eyes closed. My head lolling forward as I fought the urge to sleep. Helen sat opposite me, the nurse on shift with me that night. An ashtray full of cigarette ends kept her company. The building was quiet except for the buzz of the overhead light and the steady rhythmic tick of the wall-mounted clock.
Tick, tick, tick.
Suddenly, I opened my eyes. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the partition wall next to me move. Notes and rotas were pinned to it with drawing pins. The entire wall bent inward concave, as if it were breathing.
Then the sound came. A massive booming noise.
Instant alertness. Adrenaline. Feral wakefulness. Helen and I stood at the same time, staring at each other, eyes wide, fearful, uncertain of our next move.
Then it happened again. Boom. Louder this time.
Within seconds, we heard urgent keys in the hallway door lock connecting the north wing to the south wing. Staff from the other care station ran in. They had heard it too. Four of us stood in the staff room staring at each other, asking the same question: What was that?
Each time the sound came, the wall moved. Notices fell. Pins dropped to the floor. It sounded like a wrecking ball hitting the side of the building, yet we were high above the cliff. There was nothing outside but wind and darkness.
We ran around checking the residents. They were sleeping, undisturbed by the noise that was shaking the walls of the staff room. It was localised. Targeted.
Sirens. Blue lights. Cars on the gravel courtyard outside the main doors. Torches in the grounds. Doorbells ringing. Police arrived, dogs straining on their leads, alert. Then again. Boom. They heard it too. The police dogs whined and backed away, hackles raised. The officers looked at the wall, then at us, confusion warring with professional detachment. There was no physical cause. No gas explosion. No structural collapse. Just raw, kinetic energy slamming against the fabric of the room.
Someone had called the cook. Nita, a broad burly woman standing at a good six foot, arrived about fifteen minutes later on her Harley Davidson. By then, the noise had stopped. She walked casually to the kitchen door, complete with leather jacket and crash helmet, but still wearing pink fleece pyjamas, a large set of heavy keys in hand. She had a solid sense about her that made people feel safe. Including me.
We drank tea in the kitchen, shaken, while the police filed a report that would likely never be explained.
I left that job shortly after. The experience stayed with me, a reminder of my childhood memories. It was a visceral lesson in what happens when energy is high but undirected. It becomes chaotic. It becomes a poltergeist. It becomes a force that shakes walls and terrifies dogs because it has no channel, no purpose, no grounding. I realised then that I was an unconscious conduit. My energy was high, my sensitivity was wide open following my time in Thailand, but I had no grounding. I was a lightning rod without a wire to the earth. The energy had nowhere to go, so it bounced off the walls.
I needed to learn how to stop blowing the doors off. I needed a teacher.

The Retreat to Sussex
There is something enchanting about the sea breeze — how it carries secrets from long ago. Between her briny kisses, it carries tales of shipwrecks, furious storms, and the songs of sirens that have bewitched sailors and pirates through the mists of time.
After the chaos of my return to life in London and the lingering unease of places like The Hertfordshire, I had grown weary of the energy this great beast of a city demanded of me. I needed space to write and to breathe, so I turned to the comfort of my childhood roots, firmly planted in the English Sussex countryside.
So, Sussex seemed the reset I so badly needed. I headed for Rye. The town has a way of slowing you down, wrapping itself around you with her cloak of weathered beams and cobblestone streets, especially in the winter months. I booked a room at The Mermaid Inn. Dating back six centuries, much of the building was rebuilt after being burnt to the ground by French raiders. It remains one of the most atmospheric inns in England and is widely reputed to be one of the most haunted. Every creaking floorboard holds the echo of a weary traveller's step in search of rest and the comfort of a warm bed.
After a breakfast of proper English tea with toast and strawberry jam, I sat by a roaring fire, staring into the flames. With nowhere in particular to be, I decided a brisk walk along a beach would loosen the London cobwebs. I checked out, drove toward Hastings, and stopped at a childhood haunt: Pett Level.

The Woman on the Shore
I loved the stillness of this place and as I turned the engine off the silence engulfed me. As I stepped into the crisp air from the bubble of the car, my breath rose into the ether taking a little of me with it.
I headed out over the mounds of pebbles and shingle with its crop of cabbages and the heavy dense smell of seaweed and headed down the slopes of pebbles to the lapping sea's edge. The wooden groynes stretched out like dark bones into the sea and my mind's eye was immediately filled with memories of long summer days as I climbed these slippery beams as a little boy.
I could see in the distance of my walk a figure, motionless in hues of dark bottle green and black. My walk brought me closer to where she stood at the ocean's edge, her hands buried deep in the pockets of a dark green overcoat. Her long red hair danced in the blustering breeze like flames. I slowly began to feel slightly uncomfortable with my imminent intrusion, but at the same time drawn towards her.
"Beautiful day for a walk," I offered, my voice carrying on the wind.
She turned slightly, acknowledging my presence with a nod but keeping her gaze fixed on the horizon. There was something compelling about her stillness, the way she seemed so at home against the wild backdrop of sea and sky.
"Can you hear her?" she asked, still staring out to sea.
Her words caught me off guard. She turned and met my eyes as though we had already begun a deeper conversation.
"Listen," she said again, this time with a smile and a soft Irish accent. "Listen to the waves as they break and count. Close your eyes if it helps, see with your senses. Our mother's great oceans follow a rhythm of about twelve cycles per minute. I was just counting them. It is a rhythm that closely matches ours and that of the breathing rate of a relaxed person."
She laughed again. I laughed nervously along with her, not wanting to appear rude but feeling a little foolish.
"That's around six to twelve breaths per minute," she continued. "It's a wonderful way to converse with mother nature — to breathe with her, to align with the pulse in her waters. If you listen to the waves breaking, your breath will naturally align with hers."
"Oh wow, I wasn't aware of that," I said. "That's beautiful. It makes sense though. The sea, calm or rough, always relaxes me. It feels timeless here."
"It is beautifully resistant to change," she replied. "Are you from here? I haven't seen you before."
"I was born near here. I was born and raised in Ore, just past the Fire Hills."
"Lovely," she said. "The views from the cliffs are something to behold, aren't they. I often go there for wild garlic and herbs. But don't tell anyone. We don't want a load of London types knowing!" She winked. "I'm Miriam," she said.
"I'm Paul," I replied. "It's good to meet you, Miriam."
We fell into easy conversation as we navigated the crunch of pebbles underfoot, watching gulls circle and screech above. I told her about cold winter mornings when I was forced into those dreaded runs during PE in my secondary years at school, lungs aching with frozen breath. I spoke of my warmer memories of summer childhoods, here on beaches of Pett, clambering over the groynes. She listened intently and appeared to be genuinely enjoying my memories and innate ability to overshare.
"Come, let me show you something," Miriam said.

The Cottage and the Raven
We walked away from the beach toward what turned out to be her home: a tiny cottage nestled between the salt marsh and the woodland beyond. Hidden behind a crumbling stone wall propped up by a stubborn hawthorn, it was the kind of place that might once have been a fisherman's, long since surrendered to ivy and time.
As we reached the gate, a huge black raven hopped from the wall onto her shoulder.
"It's late for fishing," it croaked.
"Hush, Salem. Where are your manners?" she said, kissing the raven's beak. "We have a guest."
She lifted the latch, and inside the cottage the air was thick with the scent of herbs and hearth ashes. Three cats meowed and circled our feet in greeting. Salem hopped down, muttering about the lack of fish, and settled on the arm of a chair, still watching me closely as a cat hissed at him.
"Let me get the fire going, it's chilly in here, sorry I wasn't expecting any guests today. I'll make us some coffee, or tea if you'd prefer. Or something stronger? I have a little brandy, some Scotch?"
"That's very kind. Coffee, black with a little sugar, would be perfect," I replied.
Books lined the walls, old and worn. On the central wooden table lay scraps of driftwood carved with symbols, letters inked on torn paper, markings traced into the wax of half melted candles. I recognised some runes and alchemical signs, but others were unfamiliar and drew my gaze.
"That's sigil magic," Miriam explained. She lifted a piece of charred wood and ran her fingers over its design. "Not just writing, not just drawing — these are thoughts given form, energy woven into matter. This piece belonged to my great, great grandmother."
"How do they work?"
"Intention," she said simply. "The universe listens to patterns. These," she gestured at the sigils, "are instructions. You create, you charge, and you let go."
Miriam reached into a pocket of her cardigan and pulled out a slender clay pipe, its bowl darkened with use. With practised ease, she packed it with tobacco from a small leather pouch, the scent earthy and sweet, nothing like modern cigarettes.
As she lit the pipe, the smoke curled upward in perfect rings that seemed to ascend with intention rather than drifting aimlessly. In the firelight, these spirals of smoke took on an almost solid form, like ephemeral sigils writing themselves in the air before dissolving.
"Watch how the smoke moves," she said, gesturing with the pipe stem. "It's another natural pattern, another way energy shows us how it wants to flow."
The smoke indeed seemed to have a life of its own, weaving through the herb bundles hanging from the rafters, catching the last rays of sunlight through the window in a way that made the ordinary act of smoking seem somehow ancient and sacred.
"People forget," Miriam said, drawing another perfect ring from her pipe, "that smoke was one of humanity's first ways of sending messages to the spirit world. Native Americans with their peace pipes, Celtic seers reading patterns in sacred smoke, Orthodox churches with their censers of incense — all understood that smoke makes the invisible visible."
She paused, watching as a particularly elegant spiral wound its way toward the ceiling beams.
"Here," she said, offering me the pipe with a knowing smile. "Would you like to see for yourself?"
I hesitated a moment before accepting. The pipe was warm, the clay smooth from years of handling. Following her example, I drew in a deep breath and immediately regretted my bravado as the strong tobacco hit the back of my throat. I coughed hard enough to startle Salem from his perch, my eyes watering.
"Miriam chuckled kindly. "Ah, not a pipe smoker, I see. The old ways can take some getting used to."
"You know," she said, "the word 'magic' itself has interesting origins. It comes from 'magus,' ancient Persian priests who were known for their wisdom and ability to work with natural forces. But go further back, and you find roots meaning 'to have power, to be able.'"
She created another smoke ring, watching it expand and transform in the firelight.
"It's never been about pulling rabbits out of hats or supernatural powers, though that's what popular culture would have us believe. Real magic is simply about understanding how to work with the natural energies that exist all around us. Magic, at its most fundamental, is about aligning ourselves with the natural flow of things — not forcing them to bend to our will."
Her expression grew more serious as she gazed into the fire.
"You know," she said, "terrible things happen to good people. It's one of the hardest truths we face. But this is exactly why our ancestors passed down these teachings about energy, about symbols, about our connection to the natural world. They understood something vital — that the more people who awaken to their own power of positive manifestation, the more weight we add to the light side of the scales."

Creating the Pattern
She handed me parchment and a sharpened stick of charcoal.
"Close your eyes. What is it you seek? Not words but feeling. Let your hand move with that."
At first, I hesitated. She encouraged me. My fingers began to move. Loops, arcs, interlocking curves emerged — shapes like unfamiliar letters. When I opened my eyes, the sigil was there. I didn't understand it in the way one understands a sentence, but I felt it.
"Good," Miriam nodded approvingly. "Now we breathe it to life."
She led me through a ritual — tracing the sigil in the air with my breath, saying an incantation of release, folding the paper and setting it alight over a dish of sand. As the embers curled into nothing, a sensation washed over me: certainty. As if the energy had already begun to shift.
She watched the last ember of the paper curl into ash and looked at me steadily.
"You felt something in that building you worked in, didn't you. In the walls. In the air of the rooms."
It wasn't a question.
"The logbook you found," she continued. "You said you could feel something from it. That wasn't imagination. Every hand that wrote in those pages left something of themselves behind. Every entry was made with feeling — concern, clinical detachment, grief, duty. Intention, whether conscious or not, encodes itself into matter. Into ink. Into stone. Into wood. Into the very walls of a place. Energy doesn't evaporate when the moment passes. It remains. It waits."
She gestured at the driftwood pieces on the table.
"That is what a sigil is, at its most fundamental. Not a drawing. Not a symbol. It is a vessel. You pour your intention into it with absolute focus, and it holds that charge. The ink carries your frequency. The object becomes alive with it. Long after you have released it and moved on, it continues to resonate with what you placed inside it."
She picked up the piece of charred wood that had belonged to her great, great grandmother and held it out to me. Feel that. I took it in my hands. There was a warmth to it that had nothing to do with temperature.
"She made that over a hundred years ago," Miriam said. "Her intention is still present in it. That is not superstition. That is simply how energy works. It does not have an expiry date."
She settled back in her chair, smoke curling from her pipe.
"This is why the places we love feel like home even when we return after long absence. Why a piece of music can collapse time in an instant. Why holding something that belonged to someone we loved brings them close again. The charge remains. Intention is not a fleeting thought. It is the most permanent thing we leave behind."
In the glow of the fire and lengthening shadows, we talked for hours. I told Miriam of my plan to write a book about my experiences and my quest for ancient knowledge still alive in forests and in the earth's pulse.
"Where will your travels take you, Paul?" she asked.
"I have to visit family, see my mother, then I'm off to Mexico City in a few weeks. I've been planning it for a while. Mayan temples and beyond."
"Ah, then take this," she said. She handed me a talisman of coloured stones with weathered holes, tied together with coarse horsehair. "This will keep you safe. And..." she scribbled a number on a slip of paper, "call my friend in Mexico. She is a great love of mine and has a brilliant mind. Camila — an archaeologist, an expert in ancient Mexican history."
She kissed the folded paper and held it to her chest for a moment, lost in some private memory, before handing it to me.

The Gift of the Book
Miriam walked to the oak cabinet and reached for an old book. As she pulled it from its resting place, she blew dust from its cover, the particles drifting in the firelight like tiny stars.
"Here," she said, handling it with obvious reverence. "This is something you should see."
The book was handwritten throughout, the text flowing across the pages in elegant script that could only have been created with a quill pen. The calfskin pages had taken on that distinctive translucent quality that comes with age, their edges softened by time and handling.
"These are ley lines," she explained, opening to a page marked with intricate drawings. "The earth's own energy pathways. Like chakras and meridians in the human body, these are the planet's power points and energy arteries."
The maps were mesmerising — a complex web of lines crossing the landscape, marking out what looked like a nervous system of the earth itself. Some of the notations were in languages I didn't recognise, while others appeared to be symbols similar to the sigils we'd been discussing.
"The same understanding lived in the temples of Egypt, in the stone circles of the Americas, in the sacred mountains of Tibet, in the Aboriginal songlines of Australia. Across the ancient world, in cultures that had no known contact with each other, the same truth was encoded: the earth has a grid, a living network of energy pathways, and those who came before us knew how to read it, work with it, and commune through it."
She paused, her finger resting on the page.
"Every sacred site, every ancient temple you find, sits on one of these power points. That is not coincidence. That is memory."
She closed the book carefully, her hands lingering on its ancient cover.
"Here," she said. "I want you to have this as a gift. It'll help you with your book."
"Miriam, I... I can't accept this, it's too precious."
"Nonsense. Books like this find their way to who they need to be with. When you walked up that beach today, I had a feeling you might be the one this needed to go to next. Knowledge wants to move, to grow, to be shared with those who will understand its value."
The fire crackled, and Salem moved closer, as if to inspect the exchange. The evening had drawn in fully now, and the cottage felt like it existed in some timeless space, separate from the modern world beyond its walls.
"Just promise me one thing," she said, her eyes twinkling in the firelight. "Let it guide you, but don't let it limit you. The maps show what others have discovered, but there is always more to find, more to understand. Use it as a beginning, not an end."
I carefully wrapped the book in the silk scarf Miriam offered me, aware that the evening had slipped away and the world outside the cottage had grown dark.

The Tide Turns
"Time has its own way of moving here," Miriam said, noting my sudden awareness of the hour. "But that's often the way in places where the membrane between worlds is thin."
I understood what she meant and didn't need to reply. Salem had dozed off on his perch, but opened one eye as I stood to leave. The cats stirred from their various corners, stretching and rearranging themselves as if they too were emerging from some shared dreamtime.
"You'll find your way back to your car easily enough," she said, moving toward the door. "The path remembers those who walk it with respect."
She reached for a piece of paper and an old fountain pen, quickly writing something down.
"And here's how to find me again, though," she smiled, "sometimes the finding happens on its own when it needs to. On this plane, or another."
As she opened the door, the night air rushed in, fresh and salt-laden. The moon had risen, casting a silver path across the marshes, and somehow the landscape seemed different — more alive, more aware than it had when I'd arrived.
"The book will speak to you in its own time," Miriam said, standing in the doorway. "Don't force it. Let the knowledge unfold like the tide coming in."
Salem was perched on her shoulder one last time, his black feathers gleaming in the moonlight. I clutched the wrapped book to my chest, feeling its warmth through the silk. The path ahead was indeed clear, though I couldn't quite explain how it seemed to shimmer slightly in the darkness, as if marked by something more than moonlight.
"Thank you," I said, turning back to her. "For everything."
"The sea brought you here today," she said simply. "She has her reasons. Now, off you go. The tide's turning, and changes come with it."

The Magic of Intention
Looking back now, I often think of Miriam. Not just of the woman, but of what she understood and what she passed on that afternoon without ceremony or fanfare.
The Victorian logbook in the attic of The Hertfordshire had felt alive in my hands because it was. Hundreds of human beings had been recorded in its pages with care, with concern, with the full weight of their circumstances. That intention had not gone anywhere. It had stayed, encoded in the ink, in the paper, in the air of that building. What I had felt was real.
Miriam showed me that this is not limited to places of suffering or residual grief. We charge everything we touch with our intention. The objects we hold precious, the spaces we tend, the words we write, the work we make with genuine feeling — all of it carries our frequency forward. A book given with love holds that love. A home built with care holds that care. A sigil made with clear, released intention holds that intention and continues to work long after we have forgotten we made it.
Her book sits in my library among the many others I've collected — some rare, some common, all precious in their way — but hers holds a special place, both physically and in my memory. I often find myself gifting books. I always have a memory of Miriam, and Salem, in my mind's eye when I do so.
Over the years I have used the power of sigils often: carving them into candle wax before meditating, tracing them onto mirrors with my breath, even burying one beneath my doorstep when moving into a new home. Each time they carried that same ancient power. Not because of the symbols themselves, but because of what I brought to them. The focus. The clarity. The release.
And one day, I realised: I was living the future I had once drawn. Not in an instant, not by some dramatic act of magic, but through a series of shifts — a slow, deliberate unfolding of the life I had envisioned.
Miriam hadn't taught me how to control the universe. She had shown me how to converse with it. And she had shown me that every conscious act of intention, no matter how small, no matter how private, leaves a mark on the fabric of things. We are always encoding. The only question is what we are writing.
Years later, I tried to find her again. I returned to that spot between the salt marsh and woodland, but found only an empty, ivy-claimed cottage, silent. No Salem, no cats, no scent of herbs or pipe smoke. Sometimes, I've learned, we meet someone incredibly important, and they come to us with enormous weight and purpose, and sometimes that single encounter is meant to be enough.
Now, when I'm working with clients or writing about energy healing, I catch glimpses of something that reminds me of her cottage — perhaps a certain quality of light, or the way shadows move across a wall. I think of her and the knowledge she gave me, how she helped guide me toward my own authentic spirituality.
And I smile, knowing that wherever she exists in the universe, her energy continues to radiate outward, touching lives and awakening understanding, just as good magic should always do.
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