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Prologue: 
The Fool

“I can read your future in these cards, y’know.”
I can read my own future in these cards. I’m fucked. I’ve 

got a pair of deuces and jack-shit else, and I know the dude 
across from me has at least a flush. 

“Oh, yeah?” I’m making conversation while I look for 
the exits. 

“Sure.”
“These are just playing cards, Wilke,” says the Black guy. 

He says it like he’s making an excuse for me. I didn’t catch 
his name before. Started with a J, I think.

“They’re cards,” says Wilke. “That’s all I need.” He nods 
to our erstwhile waitress. “Tina, how about another?”

Tina was sitting at the next table reading a dog-eared 
paperback. She nods, stands up and stretches, and walks 
across the empty room to the bar. We’re the only ones in 
here. The jukebox is long silent, the TV’s off because the 
game is over, and the smell of cigarettes is fading from the 
air. The cars outside are few and far between, and they 
just make little warning whispers on the wet roads when 
they do cruise by. 

I’m at least four miles from anyplace safe. My car’s in 
the lot, but I think I’m blocked in. Taxis don’t come down 
here unless called, and the nearest bus stop is four blocks 
up. I’m so very fucked. 

Wilke raises me five. I’m already on credit, here, but I 
have to see him and stay in. I decide to raise him, hoping 
to God that he’ll take pity on me. If he folds, I’m back 
where I started when this game began, and I could walk 
out of here relatively safely. 

Wilke does me the credit of looking at his cards again. 
“Jerry, you in?”

Jerry — that’s his name — tosses his cards on the table. 
“Nah. This is getting too tense for me.” He walks to the 
bar and refills his soda from the fountain. Jerry mentioned 
earlier that he’s been sober for 19 years. Tina brings Wilke 
his beer and glares at Jerry for messing with her bar, but 
Jerry doesn’t notice.

“You really want to raise me, Steve?”
Steve isn’t my real name. My real name is Abraham, 

but I hate that name and I don’t use it even in normal 
company. This is decidedly not normal. I got invited to 
this game because I needed a way out of the deep shit I’m 

in, and a buddy of mine told me that this game could get 
me out… or deeper in. And so here I am. 

“Yeah.” I try to sound convincing.
“Okay. Call.” He tosses a few more toothpicks into the 

center of the table. We don’t have any poker chips to 
represent our currency.

“Shit.” I toss in my cards. He drops his. I was right. He’s 
got five hearts, and I’ve got a handful of crap. 

Jerry looks over my shoulder. “Hell, I should’ve stayed 
in.” The other two guys chuckle. I feel like bolting.

Wilke sees my face. “Oh, will you relax, Steve? Jesus, it’s 
not like we’re going to make you pay now.”

“That’s not comforting, really.” My voice cracks. I’m 
scared.

Wilke starts shuffling the cards. I hope he doesn’t think 
I’m going to play again. “I said before that I could see your 
future in the cards. You want to see what I mean?”

“I guess.” I’m going to need to call my girlfriend and tell 
her… something. The truth is no good. Tell her I’m going 
back to my ex? That’d hurt her less.

Wilke stops shuffling and points at me. “What are you 
thinking? Right now?”

I start. “Um. I was thinking about my girlfriend—“
He pulls a card out of the deck and snaps it around so I 

can see it. Jack of hearts. “Perfect. That’s you.”
Something dawns on me. “Don’t you need a Tarot deck 

for this?”
“‘Tair-oh,’” he says, wincing. “Not ‘tarr-ot.’”
“Okay.” I glance at Jerry, who sips his soda and smiles. 

“But don’t you?”
“Cards is cards,” says Jerry. He sits down next to me. 

“Look here. Playing cards comes from Tarot cards. Got 
your hearts, your clubs, your spades and your diamonds. 
Well, that’s just like cups, staves, swords and coins. Got 
your kings and queens and jacks—“

“No pages, though,” mutters Tina, from behind us.
“Right, right, none of them. And none of the big impor-

tant guys, either, but it don’t matter. Cards is cards.”
What the hell is going on?
Tina walks over and sits with us. I notice that the book 

she’s reading is in German. She turns her chair backwards 
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and leans on it, legs open, jeans hugging her thighs. She’s 
wearing black Converse, I notice, and her shoelaces have 
weird letters drawn on them.

Wilke sets the jack of hearts on the table. “That’s you,” 
he says. He puts a card across it. It’s the two of diamonds. 
“That’s what’s wrong with you. You’re trying to keep 
balance here,” he nods to the toothpicks, “but you keep 
fucking it up.”

“That’s not exactly hard to figure out,” I say. I’ve had 
my cards read before. Swords kept coming up, I remember 
that much.

“Right.” He pulls another card and places it in front of 
me, underneath the “me” card. Eight of hearts. “You walked 
away from a happy relationship. Probably a marriage, I’m 
guessing, because you talk like a married man.”

“Yeah, he does,” says Tina. I shoot her a look. How does 
a married man talk, anyway?

Wilke puts another card — eight of spades — next to 
my card. “Someone snowed you good. Probably the silly 
asshole told you to come here. Let me guess — said you 
could make your debt go away if you came and played 
cards here?”

“Yeah.”

“Yeah. You could I guess, in the same way that I could 
theoretically pick up a gun, toss these cards up in the air, 
fire once and put a hole through the ace of spades.” Jerry 
clears his throat and Wilke gives him a weird look. What 
am I missing? “Okay, bad example. But you see my point. 
Only way you were winning tonight was by sheer chance, 
and sheer chance isn’t anything to gamble on.” He swigs 
his beer. “Moving on to the future.” He places a card on 
the other side of mine. Seven of clubs. “You’ve got a fight 
coming. Soon. Maybe tonight. And…” He puts down the 
queen of spades above my card. “You’d have help. Huh.” 
He glances at Tina, who shrugs. 

“Anyway, there’s that. That’s your past and immediate 
future. We all know what’s happening here — you gambled 
away something that’s very dear to you, tried to win it back 
here on bad advice, and wound up in over your head even 
more. Let’s move on.”

Jerry puts a hand on Wilke’s shoulder. “What are you 
doing this for, man? We can’t help him.”

I think about running, but Tina’s eyes stop me. Some-
thing tells me she could outrun me, or that she wouldn’t 
have to. 

“I know,” Wilke’s saying, “but he 
deserves to know a little.” He pulls 
four cards and sets them on the 
table in a column. Nine of spades, 
ace of spades, seven of hearts, and 
five of spades. Lots of spades. 

“Lots of swords,” Wilke com-
ments, and I get what Jerry was 
saying earlier. Spades are swords. I 

still don’t know what he 
meant by “big impor-

tant guys,” though. 
“Okay, let’s see,” 

Wilke contin-
ues. “You’ve 

got the nine 
of spades 
showing 
fear.” He 
pause s . 
“Weird.”
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“What?” I know what I’m afraid of, but I don’t think 
there’s a card for it. Turns out I’m wrong.

“Well, the nine of spades — swords — is about the long 
dark night of the soul. It’s about what happens when you 
lose something precious. I’d have thought the ten was more 
your thing. You know, being stabbed and left for dead. This 
is more like you’re afraid of—“

“Someone’s going to miss him,” says Tina. 
“Yeah.” Wilke finishes the bottle and sets it on the floor. 

I’ve noticed he hates empties next to him. It’s actually one of 
his tells — he finishes his beer quickly when he’s got a good 
hand — but that didn’t do me much good. “Okay, ace of spades. 
Bet that goes back to the queen. Someone’s going to help you 
fight, and it’s someone you don’t know well. But that—“

“Shut up,” says Jerry. They both look at Tina, and I feel, for 
about the thousandth time tonight, that I’m dreaming. 

“Right, whatever. Seven of cups.”
“Hearts.”
“Hush up. You want a choice. You don’t mind so much 

if you’re screwed, you’d just rather it’d be at your hand.” 
Wilke looks at me dead in the eye. “I respect that.”

“Thanks, but that’s not going to get my toothpicks 
back.”

“S’pose not.” He shifts in his seat. “And then we’ve got 
the five of swords.”

“Spades.”
“Goddamn it, Jerry.” He rolls his eyes. “It’s a card about 

defeat and betrayal.”
“I’m already both,” I mutter. “I… should maybe 

just…”
“There’s nothing for you to do,” says Jerry. “You gave 

up what you gave up. I said before that you didn’t have 
to pay up now, but if you want to, you can.” He nods to 
the toothpicks. 

“What do I do?”
Wilke stands up. “Well, we’ll keep this as painless as 

possible. How about we get you a drink? Something a little 
stronger? You have to be awake for this, but nothing says 
you can’t be drunk. Tina? Do the honors?”

“No,” says Tina. She’s still sitting.
Wilke leans down to her. “Look, hon, I don’t think—“
“Don’t call me that,” she says, never taking her eyes off 

me. “I want to play him.”
Jerry mutters something and slaps a hand to his forehead. 

Wilke laughs nervously. “Uh, Tina, he hasn’t got anything 
left to play with. He lost everything in the other deal, and he 
lost everything else to me. And I’m not spotting him.”

“I will,” says Tina. “I’ll spot him for what he walked in 
here with. After that he’s on his own.”

Jerry, who’s been walking toward the bar mumbling, 
whips around. “Now, hold on. You can’t spot him and 
then lose to him. You know that’s against the rules. You 
try that, and then—“

“I know. I have to play the game fairly.” She narrows her 
eyes at Wilke. “That’s more than you did.”

“I didn’t cheat.”
“You didn’t play fair, either. You played him. He deserves 

a fair shot. Something where he could win on more than 
sheer chance.” Tina sits across from me. “Deal the cards, 
Wilke. Jerry, you in?”

Jerry shakes his head, but he doesn’t take his eyes off Wilke. 
I get the feeling like something here is really off. Wilke deals 
five cards to me and five to Tina, but doesn’t deal himself in. 
Tina takes 10 toothpicks off the table, gives five to me, and 
puts five in front of her like they’re made of gold.

“You know that this could end badly for you, right, Tina?” 
Wilke’s voice is low, almost a growl. 

“I know how it could end,” she says. 
I look down at my hand. I’ve got the five, six, seven 

and eight of spades…and the jack of hearts. Fuck. I’ve got 
almost no chance, but I have to try for it.

Tina doesn’t take any cards. I take one.
It’s a joker. 
Now, I’ve got a decent poker face, but I’m sure Tina sees 

what just happened. There’s no possible way I avoided a 
tell, there. But I’m shitting myself, over here — this is a 
straight flush, and I didn’t even know there was a joker 
in this deck. 

I need 10 toothpicks to walk out of here clean. I need 
three to break even. We open with one. I raise her, first two, 
then two more. She stays in. We lay our cards down. 

She’s got a pair of aces and a pair of threes. I win.
She slides the toothpicks over to me. I pick them up 

and cradle them. I know that’s ludicrous — it’s what they 
represent that’s valuable — but I can’t help it. 

Wilke glares at Tina. “Of course, you’re in the hole 
now.” 

“I know,” she mutters. 
I could walk out right now. But then…what was that card 

I’m supposed to be hoping for? The seven of hearts — it’s 
about choice? I reach for the other cards and shuffle. “You 
in this hand, Wilke?”

“You out of your goddamn mind, boy?” Jerry says. “Just 
get up, take what’s yours and—”

“Yeah, I’m in,” says Wilke. “Deal.”
“You in, Jerry?”
“Hell, no,” he says. He looks at the bar longingly, and 

then sits down and grips his soda glass fiercely. Tina doesn’t 
say a word.

I deal the cards, and slide five toothpicks over to Tina. 
I’m now even. If I lose even one of these things, I’m back 
in the hole. Actually, I’m already in the hole, because I 
was when I walked in here. I glance at the clock. They’re 
looking for me, I’m sure of it, and if I don’t find them and 
cover my debt, they’ll be looking for me even harder. They’ll 
go to my ex-wife, my kid, my girlfriend, my mother… they 
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already said they weren’t picky about who paid the debt, as 
long as it was me paying somehow. 

I look down at my cards. No problem with the tells this 
time. Two jacks, an ace and some low crap. Wilke’s got a 
good poker face going, and I haven’t seen Tina play so I 
don’t know her tells yet. We all ante up, and Wilke takes 
one card. Tina takes three. I take two. 

There’s the joker again…along with a jack. I’ve got four 
of a kind. 

We go around the table. I bet two, Wilke sees me and raises 
two. Tina throws in her four and calls. 
I call. No sense raising this beyond 
what Tina can see. Cards down, I 
win. I’m now at 13, enough to cover 
my debt and then some. 

But what would I do with it, 
anyway?

Tina deals. This time I have crap, 
and there’s no sense staying in. But 
I make the show of it. I ask for one 
card. And I get back the joker. 

With the joker, I can make a pair 
of aces, and that’s about it. Wilke 
opens, and bets one. Tina calls him. 
I see his one and raise him one. That 
puts me at 10 even.

I finger the joker. I don’t know if 
I’ve been doing that the last couple 
of hands, but I want Wilke to know 
I have it. 

It works. Wilke folds. Tina sees 
me, and I fold. Tina wins. She’s at 
five, right back where she started. I’m at 10. I’m free.

I stand up. Both my knees crack, and Wilke winces. “I’d 
like to cash in my toothpicks now, please.”

Wilke smiles. “Guess you found your queen of swords.”
“Spades,” I mutter.
“Don’t push your goddamn luck.” Wilke gets up and 

collects the toothpicks, and walks to the phone. He dials a 
number, and I hear the click when the other party answers. 
The room gets 10 degrees colder, and my glasses fog up. 
Wilke says something in that weird language that he and 
my creditors speak, and then hangs up. “You’re free and 
clear, Steve,” he says. “Unless you want another game.”

I laugh. “A good gambler knows when to walk away,” 
I say. “I’m not a good gambler, but I’m not a total moron, 
either.” Wilke nods, and then walks to the back room. 

“He’s got to go balance the books,” says Jerry. “He’s got 
to make sure all the totals match. Bet it takes him all night, 
but he’ll do it.”

I shuffle my feet a little. I want to talk to Tina alone, 
but I don’t want to piss anybody off. “Hey, Jerry. Would 
it have hurt?”

Jerry smirks. “Yes. Longest hour of your life. And then, 
just coldness. I’ve seen young guys like you, they—“

“Enough,” says Tina. “Jerry, give us a minute, alright?”
“Yes’m.” He joins Wilke behind the “EMPLOYEES ONLY” 

door, and I find myself looking down at her sneakers.
“Did you… you know, with the joker?”
“No,” she says. “I told you, I can’t cheat. I spotted you 

five so you could have a shot, and then I just played you 
fair. I admit I could have played more aggressively, but 
other than that—”

“Thanks,” I say. I feel like kissing her, 
but judging from her expression, that 
would be the wrong choice.

“Thank you,” she replies. “You could 
have cleaned me out, much as that 
joker likes you.”

“But it’s just a card,” I say. 
Tina shakes her head. “Didn’t you 

hear Wilke and Jerry? A deck of playing 
cards is a deck of Tarot cards. A deck 
of Tarot cards is a manual for a person’s 
life. A person’s life is the reflection of 
the soul. Symbolism isn’t a mask, it’s 
a layer of makeup. It’s lighting. It dis-
guises the truth, but it doesn’t change 
it.” She takes my hand and leads me 
outside.

The night air is cool, and the weath-
er’s clearing. It’s just mist, now, not 
rain. It feels good on my face, and the 
pavement smells clean, fresh-washed. 
I think about the walk home and how 

much to tell my girlfriend, and then I remember the last 
card in my reading.

“Did you betray them with what you did?”
“Huh?”
“The last card was betrayal and defeat. Did you betray 

them?”
Tina shakes her head. “No, Steve. That was your read-

ing.”
“So I was defeated or betrayed? Or I will be?”
She looks behind her, checking for Wilke, and then 

hands me something. “Wilke switched the cards on you,” 
she says. “This is the real one, the last card in your reading, 
the one that ties it all together.”

I don’t have to look. The card likes me, after all. “So 
what’s that mean?”

Tina doesn’t answer. She kisses me on the cheek and 
walks back into the bar.

I put the joker in my pocket, turn east, and start walking 
toward the rising sun. 
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Introduction
Most of the leading modern interpreters of the Tarot have redesigned the cards  
to fit their own explanations of them, a process called ‘rectifying’ the pack  

if you agree with it, and ‘obfuscating’ it if you do not.
— Richard Cavendish, The Tarot

History of the Tarot
Despite occasional claims that the Tarot originated in 

Egypt, with the Cathars or in any of a dozen other exotic 
locations, the first known deck of Tarot cards originated in 
northern Italy in about 1470 AD. The cards were lavishly 
painted and embellished, and were used not for divinatory 
purposes, but for gaming. The first decks included the 56 
cards that would come to be called the “minor arcana,” and 
archetypal and allegorical cards based on such concepts as 
Death, Love, and the Cardinal Virtues were added later. 

In the 15th and 16th centuries, the game spread across 
Europe, and was used in a parlor game that involved making 
up poetry and descriptions of other players — verses called 
tarocchi appropriati — using the imagery suggested by the 
cards. This was probably the first time the cards had been 
used in any kind of descriptive or revelatory fashion, even 
though it predates true divination using the Tarot. 

While playing cards (which probably granted the 
Tarot its four suits, rather than the other way around as is 
sometimes stated) had been used in divination since the 
mid-15th century, Tarot remained a game of the upper 
classes until roughly 1781. Its use in divination truly began 
with Etteilla and Court de Gébelin, who looked at the deck 
and saw (through the lens of the interest in ancient Egypt 
then so popular) a “universal key,” a way to interpret the 
Tarot as being of Egyptian origin. Court de Gébelin also 
theorized that the Tarot had been conceived by Egyptian 
priests, who disguised their knowledge in the symbolism 
of a game to avoid it being stamped out by Christianity, 
before it was brought to Europe by the gypsies. This theory 
ignores the actual history of the Tarot, of course, but it 
lent a mysterious and occult air to the cards, and further 
correspondences between the Tarot and other ancient 
symbols and practices (Kabbalah, Hebrew lettering, and 
so on) continued to be drawn.

The next major occurrence in the Tarot’s history was in 
1909, when occult author and member of the Hermetic Order 
of the Golden Dawn Arthur Edward Waite designed his 
own Tarot deck. It was illustrated by fellow Golden Dawn 
member Pamela Colman Smith, and published by a company 
called Rider (hence its common name, the “Rider-Waite” 

The Tarot is a world of imagery, useful for inspiration 
and reflection as well as a tool for divinatory purposes. The 
cards can present new ways to look at old problems, and a 
skilled reader can tell a subject (or “querent”) something that 
he already knew, but did not want to face. In the World of 
Darkness, the Tarot can serve as a mask for actual magic, 
but it can be much more than that. It can be a journey 
from Awakening to true enlightenment, and it provides a 
philosophical underpinning for a mage’s career — for his 
entire life, in fact. 

Keys to the Supernal Tarot is a primer on that journey. 
This Introduction presents a very brief history of the Tarot, 
as well as instructions on a common method of performing 
a Tarot reading. It also explains the Tarot journey, and 
presents a system for using the Tarot in Awakened magic 
(cartomancy). 

The bulk of this book describes the 22 cards of the 
Major Arcana. For each card, we present a description 
of the common elements of the artwork, the divinatory 
meaning and the station in the Tarot journey that the card 
occupies. These sections also include a brief discussion of 
that card’s symbolic representation within the world of 
Mage: The Awakening. The Death card, for instance, 
refers to the Moros Path, while the Sun card refers to the 
Free Council. A Storyteller wishing to use the Tarot as a 
strong thematic element in a chronicle might choose to 
make use of these representations, perhaps introducing 
them into the chronicle in the order that they appear in 
the deck, or in the order that they appear in a spontane-
ous reading. More information on Tarot readings appears 
in this Introduction. 

Each card’s write-up also includes something for players 
and Storytellers inspired by that trump — a Legacy, an 
Artifact, a character, or even a cabal. For the most part, 
these items don’t directly reference the Tarot, but are derived 
from the symbolic meanings of the cards. For each of them, 
we also present the meaning of the card when reversed, 
and how to alter the inspirational item to bring it in line 
with that altered meaning. 

The Appendix to this book discusses the 56 cards of the 
Minor Arcana and their meanings, and provides a brief 
story hook for each one. 
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deck). The Rider-Waite deck, full of layers of imagery and 
symbolism, some Christian, some Hermetic, is probably 
the most recognizable and popular one to this day. Waite 
himself eventually rejected the notion that the Tarot had 
any correspondence to Hebrew lettering, and postulated 
sarcastically that someday someone would try to link it to 
the Cathar Heresy (which, indeed, came to pass). 

Since then, hundreds of different Tarot decks have been 
produced. Some hew closely to Waite’s design, some try to 
approach the “original” Tarot (but don’t always seem to 
understand what that means). Many specialty Tarot decks 
are available, with imagery ranging from representations of 
popular fiction, to role-playing games, to erotica, to science 
fiction or modern technology. 

In the World of Darkness
In our world, the Tarot grew out of playing cards, not 

vice versa (in fact, although the Joker in a standard playing 
deck is often equated with the Fool, the Joker was 
added to the standard deck in the mid-19th century 
with no regard to the Tarot whatsoever). The de-
velopment of the Tarot as a fortune-telling device 
was the product of fascination with ancient cultures, 
not some deeper mystical truth. Tarot reading, like 
other forms of divination, “works” only to the ex-
tent that an empathetic and intuitive person might 
make some correct assumptions about a querent 
and give him some good 
advice. An unethical 
fortune-teller, of course, 
can use the same “cold 
reading” techniques that 
mediums and fraudulent 
psychics have used for 
centuries to make a 
quick buck. 

But in the World of 
Darkness, of course, it’s 
entirely thematic for the Tarot to have originated 
in an ancient civilization, be it Egypt or even At-
lantis. It makes perfect sense for the fortune-telling 
properties to have been “dumbed down” into a 
game, but for all of that, to retain their power and 
mystique (the opening fiction of this book, in fact, 
is based on that notion). As such, the rest of this 
book treats many of the myths about the Tarot as 
though they were true. Keys to the Supernal Tarot 
is not set in our world, but in a world in which magic 
and divination are real phenomena. History, as such, is 
different on many points. 

Reading the Tarot: 
Celtic Cross

Many different spreads of Tarot cards exist, but we’ve 
chosen one to include here. This method is generally known 
as the Celtic Cross. It has several variations, and the one 
chosen for this book isn’t the “best” or even necessarily 
the most common, it’s just one that is simple enough to 
use in a chronicle. 

The Celtic Cross involves one significator card, repre-
senting the subject of the reading (the querent). This card 
is usually one of the face cards (a Page, Knight, Queen 
or King) depending on the age and temperament of the 
querent. It’s not impossible, however, for one of the Major 
Arcana to be used for this purpose, especially if such a 
card “jumps out” during the shuffling of the deck. The 
significator card is placed in front of the querent, face up, 

and oriented so that it appears right side up from the 
querent’s perspective. 

The rest of the reading involves 
10 cards, drawn from the top of 
the deck. The querent shuffles 
the deck, thinking all the while 
about the matter that the reading 
is to concern. It’s possible, too, for 
the querent to simply let his mind 

wander while shuffling; this is said 
to give a reading on the querent’s 
general condition. If a card comes 
off the top of the deck upside down 
from the perspective of the querent, 
it is read as “reversed.”

The first card is placed on top 
of the significator, “covering” it. 
This card represents the querent’s 

present state with regards to the question 
at hand. 
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The second card is placed perpendicular to the first 
one, forming a cross. This card, always read as if in its 
right side up position, “crosses” the querent, showing the 
forces in opposition to his interests. Note that this doesn’t 
mean forces working against him, per se; if the topic of the 
reading is an unpleasant situation at home, the crossing 
card might be someone trying to help the querent out of 
that situation. 

The third card is placed above the cross, closest to the 
reader. This card “crowns” the querent, showing what the 
future holds for him on this topic. 

The fourth card is placed under the cross, closest to the 
querent. This card, “beneath” the querent, shows the events 
that have happened to the querent in the past. 

The fifth card is placed to the left of the cross from the 
querent’s position. This card, “behind” the querent, shows 
the recent past, the forces that have just finished bringing 
their influences to bear on the subject.

The sixth card, placed to the right of the cross as the 
querent sees it, is “before” him. This card shows the forces 
and events that are about to come into play. 

The next four cards are laid out in a vertical line to the 
right of the cross, as the querent sees it. Starting from the 
bottom (that is, closest to the querent), these cards indi-
cate the querent’s fears and anxieties regarding the issue, 
the querent’s environment and the attitudes of the other 
people, and the querent’s hopes and goals on the question. 
The 10th card, known as the “capstone,” indicates the final 
result of the reading, what the querent must do, not do, or 
observe to change his fortunes. It’s possible, following the 
reading, to obtain a more in-depth reading by using this 
card as the significator in a new spread. 

The Tarot in the Chronicle
A Mage troupe can get a great deal of use out of a Tarot 

deck in a chronicle, even without involving the Tarot 
journey or cartomancy. The deck can be used as a prop 
in-game, or as a way to plan events of the chronicle. Below 
are some suggestions on how to do this.

In-Character Readings
The Tarot is a useful tool to a Storyteller in any World of 

Darkness game, for precisely the same reasons it’s useful as 
a divination tool. The symbolism on the cards, combined 
with the open-ended nature of a role-playing game, means 
that any reading can be retroactively interpreted to fit any 
set of events. As such, it’s possible for a Storyteller to per-
form a reading either for a character or for the entire cabal 
while playing the role of a diviner using the Tarot. Use the 
method above or some other spread of cards (many of which 
are readily available on the Internet), and write down the 

results so that you can work symbolism appropriate to the 
cards into the chronicle as necessary. 

The Tarot Journey
The “journey through the Tarot” is the notion that the 

22 cards of the Major Arcana form a pathway through life. 
Beginning with the Fool, the traveler moves from ignorance 
to knowledge to enlightenment, learning through pleasure 
and suffering along the way. For a mage, this journey begins 
with the Awakening and ends with ascension, potentially a 
return to the Supernal Realms. But it needn’t be anything 
so grandiose. The character might simply discover exactly 
where he belongs and his true role in the Fallen World. 

A character studying cartomancy (see below) might 
endeavor to identify exactly where he is in this journey, 
but the journey might just as easily be something only 
observable to the player. When the chronicle begins, the 
character is the Fool. The Storyteller and the player then 
decide when the character progresses on to a new lesson 
and a new trump. A change in trump might be a good way 
for the player to claim the Learning Curve experience point 
described on p. 217 of the World of Darkness Rulebook. 
Depending on the circumstances, it might also be a way 
to claim Arcana Experience. 

Not all characters make it all the way to Key XXI (The 
World), however. It’s possible for a character to remain stuck 
at a particular place. Aldous, owner of the Bleak Demesne 
(see p. 72), for instance, is obviously stuck at Key IX (The 
Hermit). Other characters in this book can be assumed 
to be “locked” at the appropriate stage of the journey. As 
such, part of dealing with those characters might be to help 
them along to the next stage. 

The Tarot journey is symbolic, and that means that mov-
ing from one stage to the next is a highly subjective matter. 
The Storyteller or the player can make the decision that a 
character has moved along, and there’s no ceremony or flash 
of light that goes with it (although there might well be a 
burst of inspiration or insight). A character that recognizes 
the journey, though, probably does make the distinction 
in a public way, especially if he belongs to a cabal of car-
tomancers. One character might get a new tattoo with a 
symbol appropriate to the current station. Another might 
always carry one Tarot card, corresponding to her present 
stage on the journey. 

The journey through the Tarot, therefore, can be a nar-
rative tool or a facet of the Mage setting as you choose. 

Character/Story Creation
If you have a Tarot deck, you can use it to help players 

make characters, or to create a story or chapter if you 
get stuck. 
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Character Creation
Sometimes, coming up with a character is as simple as 

hearing a song that inspires you, or looking at a combina-
tion of Path and order that seems interesting. Sometimes, 
though, players get stuck. Mage is a big game, and it’s easy 
to get lost in all of the possibilities. The best way to start 
if you’re having trouble coming up with a character is to 
ask the Storyteller what the chronicle is going to be about 
and what kinds of characters would be appropriate. But 
failing that (or if the Storyteller decides the chronicle is 
going to be character-centered, meaning he is waiting on 
the players to determine what the chronicle is about), you 
can use the Tarot to get a start on your character’s identity 
and history.

Shuffle the deck and deal out five cards in a row. You can 
choose to read them all right side up, or use the reversed 
meanings if any of the cards come in upside down. 

The first (leftmost) card is the Sleeper card. This card 
indicates what things were like for the character pre-
Awakening, and should hopefully help you determine what 
kind of circumstances the character was in when he had 
his visit to the Supernal Realms.

The second card is the Awakening card. This should 
inform the character’s Path, as well as his experience of 
the Awakening.

The third card is the character’s World of Darkness card. 
This card indicates what the character’s first exposure to 
other supernatural beings was like. Although it’s positioned 
after the Awakening card, nothing says that this experience 
didn’t take place when the character was still a Sleeper. 
This card can also inform the character’s choice of order, 
as can the next one.

The fourth card is the character’s Virtue. While it might 
indicate the character’s Virtue trait outright (Temperance or 
Justice, for instance) the real use of this card is the character’s 
strong point. This might be a high rating in an Attribute, 
or a particular Merit, or the character’s order. 

Finally, the fifth card is the Vice. While it can indicate, 
and should at least point to, the character’s Vice trait, it 
should show the character’s weaknesses and failings. It 
might indicate a dark secret, or the character’s Bane (if 
you take the Destiny Merit). 

Example: Matt is making a character for Fred’s upcoming 
Mage game, and doesn’t have a strong idea about what sort of 
mage he’d like to play. He turns to the Tarot for some help. The 
cards are as follows: The Chariot (Reversed), The Moon, Five 
of Pentacles, Five of Cups, Knight of Wands (Reversed). 

The Sleeper card is one of the Major Arcana. The Chariot 
Reversed, as explained on p. 67, means cowardice or losing 
one’s nerve in the middle of an attempt. Matt decides that his 
character was an actor who got a big break — he was granted 
an audition with a renowned New York stage director. But 
on the day of the audition, he choked, flubbing his lines and 
running offstage. 

The Awakening card is the Moon (p. 127). Matt decides 
that following the failed audition, his character sank into a 
deep depression and started abusing hallucinogenic drugs. He 
started seeing horrible visions whenever he touched people, 
and these nightmares plagued him day and night. One night, 
he went out onto the roof of his building with the intention of 
jumping off, but instead, he saw how peaceful the city was and 
stayed there until morning. When he woke up, his head was 
clear, and he was a mage on the Mastigos Path (the Moon is 
traditionally associated with the Thyrsus Path, yes, but Matt 
likes the notion of an actor Warlock. He does make a note to 
take some dots in Spirit, though). 

The World of Darkness card is the Five of Pentacles (p. 157). 
The actor’s first run-in with the supernatural actually happened 
before his Awakening, he just doesn’t know it. On the day of his 
audition, one of the other mages in the city accidentally sum-
moned up a spirit of fear and then lost control of it. The spirit 
“rode” Matt’s character, plaguing him with doubt and anxiety, 
until he couldn’t bear the strain. Matt talks this idea over with 
one of the other players, and she agrees that her character was 
the one who called up the spirit, creating a potential for conflict 
between them later in the chronicle. 

The Virtue card is the Five of Cups, which is a somewhat 
difficult interpretation, given that the card usually indicates 
disappointment or rejected kindness (p. 156). Matt decides that 
after the audition, his friends turned their backs on the character, 
figuring that he’d lost his nerve and, in the process, offended 
someone important. The actor’s slide into drug use didn’t make 
things any easier. Post-Awakening, though, he’s risen above 
his bad fortune and become self-reliant. Matt decides that the 
actor’s Virtue is Fortitude, and that he will give the character 
a high rating in Resolve to reflect his inner strength. 

Finally, the Vice card: a highly appropriate Knight of Cups 
Reversed (p. 156). The actor might have learned self-reliance, 
but he’s also learned that other folks aren’t to be trusted and he 
never quite got over his reliance on drugs as an escape tactic. Matt 
takes the Addiction Flaw for the character (p. 218 of the World of 
Darkness Rulebook), and sets the character’s Vice as Sloth (he 
does drugs to escape, not because he’s physically addicted). 

From all this, Matt has a good sense of how this character is 
going to behave in the game, and how to assign his dots. He’s 
also created a point of contact with another mage, even if it’s 
something they’re likely to fight over someday. The cards don’t 
suggest an order to him, so Matt decides to wait and see what 
other orders are represented in the troupe’s characters and let 
that help guide his decision. 

Story Creation
Storytellers get writer’s block sometimes, especially in 

long-running chronicles. And then, sometimes folks show 
up and want to play Mage, and it’s handy to be able to 
come up with a one-shot game. The Tarot can help with 
that, in much the same way as creating a character. Lay 
out five cards, just as described above. The cards have the 
following significance:
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The first card is the Theme of the story. This card should 
influence the way Storyteller characters behave, the way 
the story unfolds, and any recurring motifs.

The second card is the Mood of the story. This card 
should inform atmospheric details and, should you use it, 
what music you play during the story. 

The third card is the Antagonist card. As the name sug-
gests, this card should indicate who is working against the 
characters. If the card doesn’t easily correspond to someone 
in your chronicle, you’ll need to make someone up or pull a 
character from one of the Mage books (this one has quite 
a few to choose from!). 

The fourth card is the Allies card. This card can indicate 
literal allies, other characters who are willing to come to 
the cabal’s aid, but it can just as easily indicate advantages 
that they have. These advantages don’t have to be bestowed 
upon them for the story. They can be traits or resources 
that will come in especially useful. 

Finally, the fifth card is the Wild card. This card is the 
“twist,” that element of surprise or strangeness so important 
to World of Darkness stories. If you feel the first four cards 
enable you to run the story, don’t bother with the Wild, 
but it’s always worth considering how this extra element 
might change things.

Example: Five people wind up at Matt’s house on a Saturday 
with nothing to do, and someone mentions that she’d like to 
try Mage: The Awakening. Matt hands around character 
sheets, guides folks through character creation, and then puts 
a quick story together using the Tarot. He shuffles the deck 
and deals out the following cards:  The Page of Swords, the 
World (Reversed), the Four of Swords, the Star and the Five of 
Swords. Lots of swords — Matt notes that this story is going 
to have plenty of violent conflict. That should be fine, as his 
players all enjoy a good scrap. 

The Theme card is the Page of Swords (p. 155). Face cards 
usually indicate people, but since this in the Theme position, 
Matt decides the basic motif of the story is conflict due to im-
maturity. The fight in the story isn’t any deeper than a teenager 
slamming a door during a fight with his parents, but it’s got 
the potential to be painful just the same. Matt notes that the 
characters will see people arguing often, and that incidental 
characters will be curt and unpleasant to them. 

The Mood card is the World Reversed (p. 150). This card 
indicates destruction and natural (or man-made) disaster. This 
fits nicely with the Theme card, actually. The strife in question is 
over petty concerns, but it’s still real enough to cause real damage. 
Matt decides that there’s some kind of warfare going on. Maybe 
it’s a gang war, maybe it’s a battle between police and organized 
crime. He wants to keep the bulk of the conflict confined to 
Sleepers, though, because then it can be more overt. 

The Antagonist card is the Four of Swords. Matt considers 
using the story hook listed on p. 154 for this card, but then 
he decides he’d rather begin the story in media res, with the 
characters licking their wounds after a particularly nasty experi-
ence. He further decides that the disaster in question should 

combine aspects of man-made and natural disaster. Matt sets 
the game in California, on the heels of a large earthquake. It’s 
shut down power to the city. Emergency services are busy and 
overworked, the roads are damaged so getting more supplies 
into the city has been slow going. In addition, riots and looting 
have started up. Matt tells the players that their characters had 
a Sanctum, but it’s been almost completely destroyed by the 
quake (that way they don’t have to put Merit dots into it for a 
one-shot). The card itself refers to the quake and the looters, 
and possibly the police — getting out of the situation will be 
the main conflict of the story. 

The Allies card is the Star, which is highly appropriate. The 
advantage that the characters have is something guiding them. 
Matt looks at p. 119 of this book and sees the Illumined Path 
Legacy, and decides the sample character there, Lucius, would 
be a perfect ally in this story. But Lucius is out of his element, 
cut off from his money and his high society. He can be the 
character’s light in the darkness, but they have to find him and 
rescue him first, perhaps from a band of looters who want to 
hold him for ransom. (Matt also notes that, with Lucius’ weird 
backstory, he could run another story with these characters 
in which they go looking for those “descendants of Lucifer,” if 
the players are interested.)

Finally, the Wild card is the Five of Swords (p. 154). This 
indicates failure because of bad sportsmanship. Matt decides a 
powerful figure in the Consilium is actively working to hinder 
emergency services getting to the poorest areas of the city, specifi-
cally because Lucius is there. He’s going for a cut of the ransom 
money, but that’s not his highest priority. He wants revenge on 
Lucius because Lucius made him look like an idiot at a caucus 
some months back (this rather petty reason for seeking vengeance 
refers back to the Theme card). Matt decides to run the first 
scene as a flashback to that caucus, and then jump forward to 
the characters picking their way out of the wreckage, injured and 
apparently without help in the darkened city. 

Cartomancy
“Cartomancy” is just a fancy word for using cards for 

divination. In Mage terms, though, any mage that uses 
cards (Tarot or otherwise) as a focus for his magic is a 
cartomancer. This section provides a look at the practice 
of cartomancy in the context of Mage and provides some 
systems for playing a cartomancer character. 

The Awakened Cartomancer
A cartomancer doesn’t possess skills or magic that are 

much different from other Awakened mages. What is differ-
ent is how the mage uses the power he has. Cartomancers 
all engage in divination, even if they lack the expertise in 
Fate or Time magic to cast spells that allow knowledge of 
the future. In addition, they use a random draw to assist 
them in other magical tasks. This does not require a special 
deck, but it does require that the mage make a study of the 
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Tarot and can interpret a card in the space of a few seconds 
(the Cartomancer Merit is described below). Once the mage 
has mastered this art, a draw from the Tarot can enable 
him to cast magic with greater confidence, and lessen the 
risk of Paradox. 

All five of the orders include cartomancers, but they 
are more likely to be apostates or adherents of the Tarot 
pre-Awakening than to have been trained in the cards by 
an order. None of the Pentacle orders regularly trains its 
members in cartomancy, nor do the Seers of the Throne. 
An individual mage who practices cartomancy, however, 

might train a pupil in using the cards for magic. 
Of the five orders, the Mysterium has the 

highest number of cartomancers in its ranks, 
and the Path most likely to take up the 

practice is unquestionably the Acanthus. 
Again, though, any mage can become 
a cartomancer. 

New Merit: Cartomancer 
(• to •••) 
Prerequisites: Awakened, Occult 

Specialty — Tarot, Wits •••
Effects: A cartomancer is never with-

out a Tarot deck. In the myriad possibilities 
of the Tarot lies true magical power and 
a way to make Awakened magic fit a bit 

more seamlessly into the Fallen World. A 
mage can become a cartomancer without 
training by another mage, but must still fulfill 
the perquisites. 
The Cartomancer Merit is progressive. Each 

dot is a prerequisite for the next dot. So 
your character cannot have the “Interpre-

tive Draw” ability unless she first has the 
“Divinatory Eye” ability. 

• Divinatory Eye: This level of the 
Merit represents basic familiarity with the 
Tarot with respect to Awakened magic. 

This has two effects. First, the character gains a +2 
to all attempts at divination, including spells that attempt 
to see the future or uses of the Dream Merit, if she uses a 

Tarot deck in the attempt. Second, the character can 
dedicate a Tarot deck as a magical tool. She can also 
dedicate individual cards as Arcana tools, but she 
needs a way to find a particular card quickly in a 

crisis situation if this is to help. 
•• Interpretative Draw: Before casting a spell, the 

character draws one card from her Tarot deck. Depending 
on what the card is, it can help her cast the spell or warn 
her against it. The system for this can either be a dice roll 
or a literal random draw from a Tarot deck.

If you choose to use a random draw from a deck, the 
Storyteller and the player must interpret the card in rela-
tion to the spell being cast and the situation at hand. If 
the card indicates that the casting is favorable, apply the 
bonus as described below under “Success.” If the card is 
something extremely favorable, the Storyteller may deem 
it an exceptional success. But by the same token, if the 
draw indicates something truly disastrous, the character 
suffers a failure or a dramatic failure. 

The dice pool, should you choose to use that system, is 
Wits + Occult. Drawing and interpreting the card is an 
instant action, meaning that the character casts the spell 
on the following turn. 

might train a pupil in using the cards for magic. 
Of the five orders, the Mysterium has the 

highest number of cartomancers in its ranks, 
and the Path most likely to take up the 

practice is unquestionably the Acanthus. 
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