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I took the 4th Draft to a Developmental Editor. This was the first time I’d ever used anyone in that role. Sarita Lynn Edwina Brown fleshed out some very important scenes, calling me to task for having one of the characters act in a way that was completely opposed to his every other characteristic in the novels. She then worked with me to get that necessary, even vital, scene fleshed out again with a re-work of who did what and why. 

Her response to that last sleepless night when she finally reached the ending is one of the strongest affirmations I’ve had. It was a post-midnight summons to the phone where I read the response to those summarizing paragraphs. 

“Holy Brother/Mother/Father/Sister of God! Randy, you are not a writer, you are a prophet! And you have delivered the message with courage and love. Blessed be. I am in total Awe! Namaste’ my friend.”



In Retrospect

IT’S BEEN FIVE YEARS since I published this work and now, as I sit down to look it over again, I have decisions to make. Do I bring the entire novel into line with my writing style and ability today? Or, do I fix the most glaring errors and move on? I’m settling on a heavy do-over of the first chapter along with a strong clean up of Chapters Two and Three. The rest I’ll simply look for grammar and clutter. And then move on.

What I struggled with for the longest time is that there are elements of the trilogy that have not been perceived. I take the blame for that in full measure. 

I must confess, though, that a recent set of reviews renewed my faith in the vision I set out to achieve. I’m going to share some snippets of those reviews and then talk about what I intended. I suspect this is very unusual from an author. Most, I’m told, put their book out there and then leave it in the hands of the readers, reviewers and various other types of folks who encounter it in some way to draw what they will from the words.

From the review of Jamari and the Manhood Rites:


“This story reminded me a bit of the way I felt on first reading some of Ursula K. LeGuin's stories, like The Left Hand of Darkness that made me stop short when I was younger and wonder what would happen in such a society where cultural norms have been turned around. The same sense of discovery was there for me in this book as I read on wanting to find out more about what trials Jamari would go through, how he would react to them and what he'd be like on the other side.”



From the review of Jamari Shaman:


“I was curious here to see how the spiritual aspects would come more to the fore. The first book reminded me of Ursula K. LeGuin in the sense of experimenting with culture/world building. This book reminded me of some of the reasons I was attracted to the work of Tony Hillerman and the way he could explain Native American beliefs and rituals along with the mysteries.




From the review of The Founder’s Sons:


“Whew, this one had a lot going on and an Epilogue that I found chilling and perfect. Jamari is going to need every skill he possesses, as the greed that caused the original devastation, causes eyes to turn once again to his lands and forests. He fully comes into his power here, finds allies both human, spiritual and in nature. Here the Manhood test and rituals reach their culmination and it is a must-read to see where Jamari, the people, and the land end up. Knowing the ending now, this is one that will bear rereading at a slower pace to savor the world building and the spiritual aspects more fully.”


I’m not sure who Susie Umphers is, but this reviewer is the one person who has come closest to “getting” my intent as I wrote these novels. And, being compared to Ursula LeGuin? Oh-My-Gawd! What a thrill that was – so far from any reality I could have imagined, and so perfectly accurate as well. I would never have thought to compare myself to LeGuin and question whether I earned that spot or not, BUT, Umphers captured perfectly what I set out to do: 

What would happen in a society where cultural norms have been turned around? In this trilogy, I turned them around with great deliberation and purpose!

I’ve never read The Left Hand of Darkness, but I’m going to as soon as I finish this update! I don’t want that reading to influence what I leave in or take out of this original series. 

Paradigm. What is entailed in this one word that IS my world? A paradigm is how someone looks at something. It describes how the myriad layers of a person’s life color their view of a thing they want to perceive. “Through rose-colored glasses” describes a view of someone who sees things in the best light. Their entire world-view is colored “rose” and they often find the best of any situation.

Think back to “The Wizard of Oz” and your exposure to that world. It was a bright, colorful, lively, and dangerous world Dorothy found herself transported into. She faced many dangers on her quest to find her way home. As they entered the Emerald City, she and her companions were told they must don the green tinted glasses to protect themselves from the dazzle of this fabled city of wonders. From then on, everything was emerald. 

The city was a wonder, but what happens when you peek behind the curtain?

Paradigm Lost.

Our culture sees things through a prism that has been built over hundreds of years; through countless revolutions and exodus events; from the blood, sweat, and toil of untold generations. One can’t simply lift those blinders and suddenly SEE clearly. But, what if a society marching along a deep rut leading over a cliff could be forced to see something from a new light? Could there ever be a change in paradigm? Could a tiny sliver of fresh light find its way through a crack in the lens?

That crack isn’t going to happen from some little, suggestive, whining voice saying we gotta do better. That crack will only happen when someone is bold enough to say this shite sucks! When a seed is planted in some few people who then grow up to maturity with the thought of something different from how it's always been. That’s when a work mattered. How many people who hold that seed within will be necessary to begin to jolt the human march out of a rut and onto a fresh path?

Want to find out? Read this trilogy with a mind toward close examination of the points where it offends you; the areas where it reinforces you; with a mind open enough to change so that you don’t immediately discard this strange new culture. Then let that seed settle into fertile ground.

Paradigm Lost.

Chapter One

Something Awry

“I am too damaged by the extensive programming of dis-belief brought on by the church and its teachings. I can’t do the things that I know mankind can and should be able to do, simply because they took my belief away. I don’t believe strongly enough.” 

Justin Earl Knight, Founder of the Elk Creek Tribe

***
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JAMARI, DRESSED IN the finest shaman attire he had with him for the expedition, looked down on the still body of his lover. We had already folded Shane into position to be interred under the chosen tree. His icy blue eyes were closed forever. 

Suppressing his grief, Jamari the human brought forth the Jamari Shaman-self and looked up into the sky through the overhanging limbs of alders, maples, and firs. Jamari Shaman lifted the handful of salmon fillets, their orange-red meat dangling to either side of his upheld arm. “Use this meat for sustenance on your journey to your next self,” he said. “May that next iteration on the great wheel be more forgiving than this one. Goodbye, my friend. Goodbye, my lieutenant. Goodbye, my bright beacon of hope.”

And goodbye my husband, his deeply buried self cried out silently. Goodbye my lover.

He relaxed the uplifted arm to settle the offering into Shane’s arms when a shadow darkened the shaft of sun, which pierced the looming branches. Then he tensed as Eagle descended, gliding between limbs, trees, and bushes to hover over his hand. 

Eagle turned his will onto Jamari, and Jamari fell into the great eye which focused on him. He then sensed the brightness of his “self-spirit” called forth and that self-spirit, thralled into the summons, emerged to greet Eagle.

Then Jamari felt a sundering as the recently fragile connection of soul-essence to physical form snapped ... and he felt himself taken in. Taken in and away as Eagle ascended through the overhanging trees, carrying Jamari-spirit and leaving Jamari-vessel gaping emptily up at his receding self. 

***
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JAMARI AWOKE IN A SWEATING, thrashing panic. He lunged to the side of the bed, seeking the night’s bed-mate and found no one. Then he rolled back to the other side, seeking there. There was no one there either and his panic hurled him out of the bed amid a tangle of blankets where the cold stone floor woke him completely. He recalled himself to his own room where his friends had been leaving him alone at night so they could sleep. His nightmares had become a constant factor. They accepted the bruisings his thrashing administered as he awakened, but they couldn’t stop them. So, he slept alone. And woke and cried, alone.

He banished the sadness that engulfed him. Jamari forced that part of himself down into the subconscious once again. He shivered on the floor, fighting off tears before crawling once more into his lonely bed to finish out the long night.

They had hustled him home to Elk Creek Hall and to the young men’s hearth with Shane’s body fresh in the grave. The streamside longhouse they built to keep Christian safe during his recovery from his wound still had sap seeping from the rough-hewn planks, and the boughs of thatching were still green when Jamari they forced Jamari to say his last goodbye to his lover. 

He had no say in the matter; he had, in fact, tried to sleep out his life right there in the soil of Shane’s tree. They hadn’t allowed it, and he wondered why he didn’t care as much as he thought he should. His lover, his declared life partner, had died in a short and bloody conflict with a rogue band of Outsiders, and now Jamari skulked around the halls in his underground home, avoiding nearly all contact with anyone outside of his immediate friends and hearth mates. 

The Elk Creek Tribe were his people. Other than some short travels and his participation in the recent summer expedition down to the coast, Jamari had spent his entire life in this one community. He loved his people with all he had in him.

He simply couldn’t accept the adulation his fellow tribesmen seemed to give him, though. Jamari had nothing to do with Eagle having descended onto that grave scene. It wasn’t Jamari who had called in that Spirit. But, oh boy, did it impact him!

Simultaneously, he shuddered with both awe and fear when he remembered Eagle’s weight settling onto his uplifted arm to take the offering of salmon flesh Jamari had meant for Shane’s ritual travel ration to the great beyond. Still, he had felt something enter him through Eagle’s steely gaze and, most of all, felt as if something, some very important piece of him, had left with Eagle when He had withdrawn His gaze. He felt bereft, as if some very important part of him had soared off into the azure heights through the boles of the maturing firs. Oh yes, he still felt that gaze!

Jamari felt like a charlatan when they called him Jamari Shaman. He had not felt the Spirit within him since that fateful day three weeks ago. Even the most intense of meditation sessions were simply quiet interludes, with only his own thoughts rattling around in his head. There was no reaching out to follow the flight of a hawk. No sensing of his mates. No calling to the higher power. 

He was a charlatan. Pure and simple.

His rooms in the back portions of the underground fort of Elk Creek Hall were both a welcome and a rebuke. Here it was where Shane had taught him the intricacies of the Night Studies. Here was where he had first felt the deepest stirrings of love and forbidden attachment to his mentor. He often imagined the bed coverings still held Shane’s musky scent. The old elk hide was getting ragged as it lost hair, but Jamari couldn’t let it go. Wandering into the bathroom they had shared so often in slithery shower time; he saw himself in the mirror.

Jamari was no longer the slim stripling who had first moved into this set of rooms. His body had muscled up significantly from the summer expedition. Daily rowing, lifting, and salt processing built a physique, he supposed. His mop of light blond hair had darkened, looking more like it would go all brown soon and his blue eyes were under-shadowed by a darkness no amount of sleep could seem to dispel. He still had the prominent brows, darker than seemed likely for his level of blond, and the long lashes that seemed to attract more than a fair amount of amorous attention. The chiseled abdominal muscles from the daily exertion were receding and becoming simply a fit and trim belly. 

He looked past his reflection to the double shower he had shared so intimately with his blond-haired and blue-eyed lover and considered a cleansing, just one more attempt to dispel the gloom, but decided he’d go seek Haloki instead. 

Haloki, his onetime trainee, did not currently have any assigned role as mentor since, finally, the Hall had more potential Night Studies mentors than they had trainees. Hopefully, Haloki would spend some time helping him dispel the empty longing that seemed so much a part of Jamari these days of his twentieth year of life.

***
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THREE MORE DAYS PASSED, and Jamari was still an aimless mess. Jahangir was still mopping up the problems down at Tom Folley, where all the trouble had been with the Outsiders. Christian, his onetime Night Studies student and the second of three young men involved in that skirmish, was recovering from the arrow wound to the back of his left shoulder. Word was he would regain some use of it, but he might never draw a bow again. 

Jamari heard gossip in the dining lounge that the final stand-off had been anti-climactic. Jahangir had surrounded the hovels of the rogue settlement high on the switchback ridges above Tom Folley Creek. When the erstwhile leader of the group had defied the order to stand down, running in a pointless charge towards the militia who surrounded his village, only one hapless soul had followed his lead. Jahangir’s soldiers shot and killed both. The rest of the villagers capitulated. 

According to the rumor, Jahangir was proposing to settle the group into Hancock Valley as a new tribal holding. To Jamari, it seemed absurd. He hoped ... well; he didn’t know what he hoped, really. Could he hope for such a clean ending to the strife that had ended with only one tribal death? Even if it was his lover, could he wish for the destruction of all the enemy villagers? But he wasn’t sure he could approve of having them as a part of the Tribe either. Or to give the outsiders the gentle and beautiful valley at the eastern foot of Hancock Mountain.

In these aimless days of wandering, he wondered about his relations with his fellow young men. He had purposefully turned down an assignment to be a mentor for the current batch of newcomers, yet he still had the opportunity and need to share eros with his hearth mates. 

During his recent session with Haloki, he remembered being almost brutish in his single-purpose drive to finish, driving mercilessly on during the afternoon tryst. Haloki had taken it, panting under him, his hands clenched into fists at his sides as Jamari finally finished. When he had offered a quick apology for his roughness, he had realized he couldn’t seem to really care as much as he knew he should have. 

He was sensing something was wrong in himself, but the only thing he could attribute it to was the loss of Shane. He told himself he would get over it, eventually. That this was his first time experiencing the loss of a loved one, and as bad as it was, he had no way of knowing what he was going through was something very different and far more horrible than just emotional loss. 

Jamari was dying inside. His fitness level and physical state were at the peak of youth, but the inner self he had worked so long to develop was dying. He no longer felt the pull of the Numinous during his daily meditations with the inner spirit. 

Looking for a new place to wander, Jamari walked up the stream and explored the halls deep within Milltown Hall, the other main building of Milltown Village. In a near-deserted labyrinth several levels down from the busier areas, he walked in endless pacing, head down, not paying attention to turns or dead-ends. He rounded a dark corner and bumped into another wandering soul.

“Sorry,” he heard from a voice from a year ago. “I wasn’t looking where I was going and have seen no one down here in ages.” He hadn’t thought of Lynn in months. They had transferred him abruptly almost a year ago from his post as a mentor to Jamari’s group of young men trainees. Though they still lived in the same village, the two simply hadn’t crossed paths much since the unexpected transfer. 

Now, as he saw Lynn in the subterranean passages, his face dimly lit by the energy saving setting of the underground hallways, he realized something new. Even though he didn’t sense his internal energies being drawn away and into Lynn as he had in the past, neither did he sense the emanation of soul. Lynn was simply a neutral now. Jamari noted his attractiveness now that the undertone of spiritual revulsion was absent. 

Lynn was a blond. Not a blond in the normal sense, like Jamari was. Or Shane had been, with yellowish hair. Lynn had light brown hair, too light to call brown, too dark to be true blond. Was there even a name for this color? Lynn also had blue eyes and longer-than-normal eyelashes framing them, and he was taller than Jamari at six feet. 

Jamari wondered what Lynn might be like in eros. After all, the repulsion Lynn had once emanated had deterred him before. He looked at Lynn with the eyes of one lonely man to another. 

Lynn seemed cautious. “Jamari, how are you?” he asked. “It surprised me to hear about Shane being killed by Outsiders.”

“I guess I’m doing okay,” Jamari answered, wondering at the word “surprised” instead of “sorry.” He saw Lynn’s eyes tracing a path down his body. And he noticed when that gaze came to rest where his breech clout loosely held his manhood. Jamari returned the roving glance and appreciated the fold of Lynn’s indoor trousers. He saw a shift in shadows as the wrinkles realigned from a swelling presence. 

“I’m still trying to get over Shane’s loss,” he told Lynn. “I should be down at the young men’s hall now. But I was avoiding it because of the memories.” He paused as the shadows and highlights shifted into a full rise. “I treasure the memories he and I built together in my rooms there,” he said, acting as if the visual communication hadn’t happened. “But sometimes, I just can’t get past the feeling he’s still there and will step out of the shower anytime to ask what we’re doing for the evening.”

“I’m sorry,” Lynn said, reaching out a tentative hand.

How have I made him so cautious? Jamari wondered. But then he remembered the last time they had been alone together. Lynn had almost forced himself on Jamari, and Jamari had been on the verge of physically throwing Lynn out of his room when Carson had come in and interrupted the tableau. Deciding to forgive him, Jamari took a cautious step closer and felt Lynn’s warm hand settle onto his shoulder.

“My rooms are near here, if you’d like to stop by,” Lynn said as he rubbed Jamari’s shoulder with his hand.

“I guess I could,” Jamari answered. “It’s not like I’ve got anything to do. Or anywhere to go right now.”

When they reached Lynn’s rooms, they shocked Jamari. His own set of rooms in the young men’s hall were much more expansive and open. Lynn’s place comprised a single room which served as both bedroom and living room, with a small shower and bathroom in a side alcove. Jamari and all his hearth mates had assumed Lynn’s transfer up to Milltown Hall had meant his promotion to full citizenship. This tiny little hovel, not even good enough for a troglodyte, didn’t match up with those assumptions at all. 

There would be no room for a shared shower in this space. Lynn reached out to hold him in his arms, letting their combined bodies come into intimate contact. Jamari let all the suppositions and wild thinking fade and let his body experience the moment.
He felt Lynn’s desire against his belly and his own lifted in response. Lynn untied the laces at the neck of Jamari’s cloth jerkin and lifted his arms to pull it over his head and off, discarding the garment onto the floor.
“It’s kind of weird,” Lynn said after a bit. “I usually feel this ‘presence’ from you. It’s what really made you irresistible to me in the first place, yet I don’t feel it now.”

“Do you want to stop,” Jamari asked. “We don’t have to share eros together. It may have seemed like a good idea when we first saw each other out in the halls, but we aren’t obliged to follow through now we’re in your room.”

“No,” Lynn answered as he wrapped Jamari in his longer arms, “I want to share eros with you. I don’t think you realize how very attractive you are. There’s not a guy in the village who would turn down the chance to share eros with you!” 

Jamari felt the truth of Lynn’s desire as Lynn pulled him close and gently turned him away, caressing his backside as he moved close. Jamari felt the warmth through Lynn’s lounge pants and felt Lynn’s hand reach around and into his breechclout. He gave in to the moment and shifted himself back to meet the physical touch, which seemed more than anything else to put Shane’s memories at bay. When Jamari felt Lynn’s lips on the base of his neck, he reached down and unfastened his belt. His breech and the belt thumped onto the stone floor and he stopped thinking about anything.

Well into their trysting, Jamari realized Lynn was not making love with him. Instead, he was punishing him. The ferocity of his driving, pounding action did not contribute to shared joy. It was an assault. It seemed as if the worse Jamari felt, the closer he was to crying out in pain, the greater Lynn’s pleasure. 

Lynn was a soul stealer, Jamari realized. This was an exercise in endurance: holding himself still so those deep, driving thrusts wouldn’t do him any more damage than necessary; concentrating on keeping his strained muscles relaxed so he wouldn’t seize up. 

In suffering through it himself, Jamari realized what he had been putting Carson, Haloki, Elan, and the others through in his own recent eros sessions. Tears were falling from his eyes and he had his own hands clenched into fists at his side before Lynn finished pounding him into submission. 

The tears weren’t from the pain of Lynn’s rough penetration nearly so much as the from realization of the pain he had caused others.

“Is that how you always share eros?” Jamari asked as he dressed himself. 

“Usually, no,” Lynn answered. “It’s just I really felt nothing until I started really pushing. It was only then that you started sharing your essence with me.” 

This confirmed Jamari’s worst suspicion. Lynn was a soul-eater.

Was there a name for someone who thrived on consuming the essence of others? Was it possible Lynn had never felt the movement of the Great Spirit in his life? 

This was something beyond even a zombie, which the tribe recognized as a near-human entity but lacking a soul. This thing actually sucked the life essence from its fellow humans!

“What do you do during meditation time?” Jamari asked impulsively, shocked he had spoken aloud.

“I don’t know,” Lynn answered lazily. He still hovered possessively near Jamari. “Isn’t it, really, just time to do nothing? I mean, there’s really nothing listening if we meditate, is there? I mostly just think about the things I’ve done; the things I hope to do. Sometimes, I just masturbate thinking about someone I’ve been with or someone I want to be with. Like you. I’ve fantasized about you a lot.” Lynn reached his hand over toward Jamari, apparently intending to rest his palm on Jamari’s face.

Knowing Lynn fantasized about him at such an intimate moment was too much. He was close enough to dressed, he decided suddenly. He shrugged away from Lynn’s touch and picked up his shirt. Lynn’s hand briefly rested on Jamari’s shoulder as he walked out the door. 

“Don’t,” he told Lynn. “Never think you’ll be with me again!”

The look on Lynn’s face astonished Jamari to a new level. The anger Jamari felt fed him. Lynn’s face was shining in apparent bliss. Jamari retreated then, racing down the hall. Away from Lynn and his hunger. 

Away, perhaps, from the part of himself that told him he deserved it. And most important, away from the self that seemed to finally have found him again after a long absence. He could feel a tendril of his spirit again and was deeply ashamed.

He pulled his tunic over his head while storming down the halls toward escape. 

In his twisting, jolting run, donning his pull-over shirt, Jamari felt a sudden, stabbing pain in his lower left ribs. It was exactly where Cougar had scathed him with her back claws the year before. 

He came to a stop and puzzled over the spot with questing fingers. There he found a sharp point of pain, but no specific bump or protrusion. He resumed his walk down the hall at a more sedate pace, lacing the front of his tunic as he walked. He still fumed from everything he had learned about Lynn. And about himself as well.
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Chapter Two
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Jamari’s long spirit walk

Peter, the Second Knight Shaman, and Terry, his successor and current, Third Knight Shaman, shared tea in the Knight Shaman’s quarters in Milltown Hall. They had separate cushioned chairs which Terry had placed to look out the view window into the waters of Lake Yoncalla. 

Each gazed absently out the window as they began their wake-up routine. Neither would have objected to see a trout or catfish swim by. Terry often scoffed that the fish had somehow reversed roles, checking on their kept-humans in the terrarium, seeing that their air-breathing captives were still alive. 

The two men wore homespun night pants and grey sweat shirts against the chill of the concrete edifice they called home. The bed over in the room's nook showed rumpling from the night’s occupants. Being the first week of October, it was at least a month until the salmon would be returning, so they certainly weren’t expecting those, but it would be interesting to see a returning steelhead passing by on the long route back down Elk Creek to the ocean.

“I’m glad Jamari suggested we try to save some of the salmon brood stock from last year,” Terry mentioned, sipping his morning tea. “His observation and suggestion showed a great deal of personal insight, strength. And empathy with our world. His determination in following up was the driving force which had the council set up the hatch box systems again.”

“It was even more important the council agreed to it, even though they never believed it was a real problem,” Peter answered. “Nearly all the returning fish showed injuries. And the netting operations the Outsiders had set up had severely damaged what few remained. They were grateful they had made the motions to make Jamari feel appreciated and valued.”

Terry looked away from the dancing rainbows ringing the sun-dazzled window and looked Peter in the eye. Terry was a youngish man given the power and status he held within the tribal hierarchy as Knight Shaman. This was a position created shortly after the Founder’s death, intended to be the primary guardian of the spiritual essence Founder Knight had set as a tribal goal. Besides Knight Shaman, he also had earned the position as chief judge of the tribal court system. 

At thirty-eight, he looked a young thirty, with a fit body which was, at five foot nine, just under the tribal average. He had a long black braid which, while hanging unheralded now, he fully adorned with awards and mementos of a life’s achievements for ceremonial events. He possessed dark, dark eyes and a firm chin and nose that highlighted his near-full Native American genetics. “Do you think Jamari would sense the same thing today?” he asked. “Do you think he would go to the effort of mentioning it; following up on it; pushing for it, if he saw the same condition today?”

“Do you suspect something?” Peter asked as a long-nagging suspicion blossomed in his own mind. Peter’s secondary tribal role was as a licensed physician with a doctorate from the Oregon Health Sciences University up in Portland. 

Peter had been one of the first students to attend after they cobbled it back together from the ruins of the Fall. He was well into his sixties, the original color of his gray hair undetectable. He wore the dignified mass bundled into a ponytail instead of the braid the warrior types used. 

Being a medical student from his very first days out of the young men’s hearth, back when the Tribe was still occupying just the Milltown Village and casino areas, he had never undergone the militia training that was now mandatory for every tribal member. Peter had brown eyes, dark and flashing, and he carried a facial structure reminiscent of a Pacific Islander. His once muscular physique was fading into the sinewy build of an older man.

“How can I not?” Terry answered. “I was out of town for the first couple of weeks after Jamari came back and didn’t get to see all his behavioral changes, but what I’ve seen in the last week is enough to be alarming. Did you know Jamari had a tryst with Lynn yesterday?”

“That seems ... very abnormal,” Peter reflected. “We all recognize Lynn as one of the unawakened, most likely never-to-be-awakened. No one with the level of empathy of a shaman could ever feel a need to engage in eros with such a person.”

“Yes, it seems to be a telling point, doesn’t it?” Terry offered. “How could Jamari Shaman bring himself to have sexual relations with a soulless one?” Terry looked deeply into his old mentor’s eyes.

“Unless something has happened, and he is no longer Jamari Shaman, but just Jamari,” he said pointedly.

Peter’s eyes widened as he lifted his head sharply and turned away from the window to look directly at Terry. “What could have caused such a thing?”

“You were my teacher. I was hoping you would have some thoughts,” the Knight Shaman answered.

Both paused and sipped their tea, taking in the aromatic smell of freshly harvested mint. They watched the morning sunlight playing beams of rainbow arcs through the water and over the bottom of the sill and onto the slate flooring. 

“You took what I could teach and built it far beyond anything I had ever done or suspected could be done,” Peter finally answered. “As I took the things Rodney taught me and built upon them far beyond anything Rodney suspected could be done.” Both watched a pair of brood trout glide majestically across the expanse of the glass. 

“There is so much of shamanism which has been lost to the ages,” he continued. “Rodney, once he had taught me up to the level he had direct knowledge of, often lamented the fact the old ones were so reticent to share the secrets of their spiritual practices.”

“Maybe not so much reticent as responsive to the purges Christianity started every time the initial settlers saw evidence of heresy,” Terry answered.

“Regardless, we’re in a bind right now,” Peter said. “I agree there’s something ... not right ... with Jamari. I had hoped it was simple grief over Shane’s loss, but my suspicion has been building that it was much more. Your questions now make it almost a certainty. 

“He slept with Lynn!”

“A hylic!” Terry filled in.

Both watched as a trio of smaller trout wandered across the old acrylic glass viewing area, their speckled bodies undulating in effortless waves. When the aquamarine waters were clear once again, Terry looked over at his old mentor. “Can we try to trace back to when he seemed normal and maybe find some clue what happened? Then we may have some idea how to restore him to himself.”

“I think you’ve said more than you may realize,” Peter replied with sudden animation. “We know he could spirit walk while also carrying on with his more mundane activities. What if his spirit-self got caught up somewhere and lost contact with his physical self?”

As the Knight Shaman, Terry was stunned at this possibility. “It would be a whole new level of risk and danger to our spiritual practices if it were even possible,” he said. “But what we’re seeing right now could be evidence of that phenomenon.

“It’s becoming clearer now, as well. I’ve noted an almost-emptiness when I’ve been around him lately. And I’m ashamed it hasn’t been enough time. I’ve been avoiding him: not because I disapprove of anything he’s done, but just to give him time to grieve.”

“Let’s hope it’s not an irreversible mistake,” Peter said gravely. “I think I know where to look, though. Let me describe to you again what happened at Shane’s death and internment. The incident with Eagle may well be the place and time where this whole mess started.”

“I’ve heard the story in bits and pieces,” Terry reflected, “but not all in one cohesive telling.”

“We were walking up Elk Creek,” Peter said, “taking the route which loops the long way around the hill at the old tunnel. Jamari and Eric were talking about using the tangled pile of old river-washed logs at the big bend in the river to build a longhouse. We heard a gunshot, followed shortly by another. 

“All of us focused on getting Jamari to a safe place, and he kept resisting. He wanted us to sprint up ahead to help with whatever was going on. The sergeant got him into the stack of logs with Eric and me. But only by threatening physical force. It pissed Jamari off being treated like a youngling. 

“We had no sooner gotten into an opening in the tangle of logs when a runner brought us news that hidden archers had hit both Christian and Shane with arrows. And Shane had killed both of them.

“As soon as Jamari heard the news, he sent forth his spirit-self and proclaimed Shane was dead, and Christian gravely injured. 

“Then he did something I still don’t quite believe. I saw the strength of his ‘sending’ as he projected his will out. He shouted: ‘Watch out, there are more coming,’ and then fell into a faint. I can’t imagine the strength of will which must have been necessary to project himself: to propel his very self out to warn the others. It had to have been extremely taxing. With his spirit still questing out, to Zach Shaman as it turned out, he fainted.” Peter paused in telling the story, reflecting, and remembering the details.

“In any case,” he continued, “when Jamari recovered, he seemed pretty much intact. I could sense his spirit once again inside of his body. He seemed sad, but, at the same time, proud he had gotten a warning out in time.” 

Peter sipped his tea again, finding the cup empty. “I could use a refill,” he said. “How about you?”

“Yes, I think a warm up would be good,” Terry said, standing to take the cup from Peter. He turned to the back of the room, away from the view window, and set up two metal tea strainers with the freshly chopped lemon-mint leaves and poured hot water over them for steeping. “Is there still some honey in the bowl there?” he asked Peter as he dipped the strainers to stir the beverage.

Peter lifted the lid on the glazed clay dish, looking inside and lifting the wooden honey-spoon to trail a golden tendril of syrupy sweetness. “Yes, there’s plenty,” he answered.

Terry brought the still-steaming cups back and handed one to Peter as he settled himself into his chair.

“So, I think the self-projection isn’t when he got himself lost,” Peter continued, “but could it have weakened his attachment to his body? Could the effort have caused him to be only loosely connected, like a rope which has been used beyond its capacity, many of the small fibers of connection having been frayed, so the next time it’s used, it fails?”

The question seemed rhetorical to Terry, so he simply stirred his tea as he watched for more fish in the window.

“We got through the first night,” Peter continued after getting his own tea mixed and sweetened to taste and testing it for warmth, “taking care of Christian, setting up a semi-permanent camp. I knew he couldn’t survive any movement, much less a wilderness trek, in his condition. It was a close call, too. We almost didn’t save him at all. I don’t know how many times I thought I had lost him. When I couldn’t sense his spirit inside at all. Jamari and Zach both helped to keep his spirit inside as I opened the wound for cleaning and then stitched him back together. I know the more scientific doctors preach that only purely physical actions truly make up healing, but Christian would have died in the night if it weren’t for the psychic support the three of us brought into play.

“Anyway, the next day, we set about getting ready for Shane’s burial. I convinced Jamari he would have to be Jamari Shaman and not Jamari-the-man for the ceremony, and doing so would be the best way to honor his love and commitment for Shane; would ensure he got a proper sendoff.

“I didn’t even think about whether his spirit-self could have become unanchored. But I still would have had him perform the ritual if I had thought of it as a possibility. I would have reasoned that the ceremony, the spiritual investment, would have restored him back to himself. Here’s where I think it happened.” Peter looked over at Terry to make sure he had his full attention. 

“Jamari added an extra step into the ritual. I agreed, thinking it would be a restoration of some of the older ways. He wanted to make an offering of food to the spirits, to have Shane comforted by including spiritual sustenance as he departed this world.

“When he held up the offering of salmon strips, Eagle took the offering Himself. The Great Spirit answered a summons in physical manifestation.

“Here is what I saw: Jamari looked deep into Eagle’s eyes as Eagle accepted the offering. His arm settled, what I thought was from the weight of Eagle landing unexpectedly on his outstretched hand. What if it wasn’t from the weight? What if what actually happened was his spirit-self had gone into Eagle and flew off with Him?”

“It’s an amazing event,” Terry said. “I think you may be right about when it happened. The question is, what can we do about it now? Is it even possible to restore a travelling soul to a still-living body? How do we even find his soul to restore it?”

“I think we rely on Jamari to find it,” Peter answered. “Even if there isn’t as much ‘soul’ living in him as there once was, I still see the spark of self buried deep down inside. He’ll need to use that spark as an anchor to hold himself in place while he searches.”
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Chapter Three
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Dream Walker

Jamari listened when Terry and Peter presented their thoughts to him in the Knight Shaman’s common room. It embarrassed him to learn Lynn had bragged about his conquest. And the elders and teachers he respected most were witness to his shame. 

“I can feel my spirit slowly returning,” he told them. “It’s much too slow, though, and I don’t know if it would ever fully return by just waiting for things to get better. I can ‘feel’ again. What it seems is that I’m growing a new spirit within to fill the emptiness of my original soul-spirit. I feel the shame of your knowing of my interaction with Lynn. I feel the pain of having put my hearth mates through physical misery similar to what Lynn visited on me.” He paused for a moment of reflection, watching the placid blue-green waters of the lake through the view window in this outer chamber. 

There was no rainbow dancing its game of tag over the floor today since the sun hid behind a wall of cloud, but he always anticipated seeing the fish swim by. “I still can’t connect to the Other World during my meditations,” he finally admitted. “I never realized just how lonely it would feel being limited to only my own thoughts as they bounce around, echoing in my head with no answering sensation; to not have that sense of connection with the piece of God which lived in me as, or with, my spirit.” He looked at the two senior shamans. “I agree something must be done. I have no wish to continue as a near-soulless one.” 

The next afternoon, the shaman contingent present at Milltown Village gathered in the Knight Shaman’s room. There, working with Jamari, they all decided that if they were going to bring him back to himself, location would be paramount. It would need to be a spot where Jamari felt more in-touch with his inner self, more open to the spirit world. Jamari suggested they make the trek up to his spirit's place in the hills above the next morning. There, they hoped Jamari could enter his meditative trance state and seek his missing self. 

“Let’s take a tent,” Peter suggested. “We don’t know how long Jamari will need before he finds what he seeks. He’ll likely be cold if it passes into evening or night.” 

“Good idea,” the Knight Shaman answered. “We’ll bring a big one so we can all fit in during the awakening.”

Jamari had had little time with Zach since the expedition had returned. They had assigned him to the courthouse as a judicial assistant, and Jamari had been moping in Milltown Village. Zach, as a practicing shaman now, was to be a part of the ritual. He and Zach had shared some very special times during the coastal expedition. Both amorous and as partners learning the arts of shamanism together under Peter Shaman’s tutelage. 

The remembered interactions, the interest which twitched his manhood, were at least a beginning, he thought to himself. He still acknowledged all those connections should have meant more to him than just the simple physical aspect.

The next morning, a warm one for late October, they all gathered their packs and set off. Jamari led the way, pointing out where to duck under brambles, remembering where they needed to shift away from the game trail to get past the thickest of the forest growth. 

When they reached the meadow, he paused and looked around in memory. Looking at a clump of brownish grass drying from the summer drought, he recognized the exact spot where he had sat to begin his meditations less than a year ago. Looking up, he saw where Hawk had come over the ridge hunting. “Let’s set up here,” he suggested. “This is the exact place where I was sitting when Cougar came to me.” 

He felt a shiver of anticipatory dread at the memory, simultaneous with an awakening spiritual surge he hadn’t felt since Shane’s death. He still wondered if all he needed was more time to get over his loss. The building fear the slow return would not complete the process spurred him to continue their plan.

“It’s important you firmly direct your dream state,” Terry told him as they set out blankets prior to pitching the tent. “Even more so than for a normal shaman quest. There is only a fragment of ‘you’ living in-house, and you don’t want to wander around letting your attention be caught in random events. Let the hawk go by. Let the bobcat run alone. Guide your intent to meet your spirit. It will be much like when you were first seeking others you knew. Like the time you sought Shane on the river while you were over the mountain. You knew vaguely where he was.” Terry paused here, looking closely at his protégé. “My fear, though, is you won’t know exactly where to look in this case. Just put out sensing feelers and seek for your ‘self’.”

“Will you need a challenge to enter the dream state?” Peter asked. 

“Let’s hold off until I try entering the spirit realm first,” Jamari answered. 

“You have a choice, you know, of who awakens you and brings you back,” Terry said.

Jamari, recognizing Terry’s concern in his disjointed comments, stood and embraced the Knight Shaman. “Yes, I know. I think it is best if it is Zach, though. I may need your more advanced experience if something still doesn’t seem right as I’m returning. You couldn’t provide the same level of insight and help if it were you awakening me.”

Terry looked at Peter over Jamari’s shoulder, obviously wondering if he should mention Peter as an option as well. Peter returned the look, crossing his hands in front of his abdomen and then splitting them apart in a throwing away gesture, obviously communicating that Terry should leave it alone. 

“We all care about you and how you come through this, you know,” Terry continued as he held Jamari in his arms. 

Jamari felt the warmth of his lean and muscled body through the jerkin. He held Terry closer to him before letting go. 

Jamari turned to see a leather cover settled onto the browning grass for him, and he sat cross-legged on it. He looked around the hilltop meadow as he prepared himself for entering a directed-dream state. 

The others settled in a square, with himself occupying the north-most corner, Zach at his left and making the eastern corner, Peter opposite and making the south corner and Terry on his right making the western corner of their square. He looked up at the sky and realized what was missing. “We should do the clearing ceremony,” he said. “Do we have sage and sweetgrass with us?”

“Yes,” Peter answered. “I had thought of it, but I wanted to see if you remembered first.” He dug into his carry bag and pulled out sage, sweetgrass, bowl, and a striker. They often considered strikers a “cheat,” Jamari thought. Instead of using skill and élan in striking steel against flint, this device had a piece of flint mounted on one end of a bent spring arm and a roughened steel surface on the other side. It formed a sideways “V” from where it was bent. 

Jamari watched as Peter set out some tinder in his bowl and then clenched his fist around the two sides, bringing the flint sliding rapidly along the steel releasing a shower of sparks. He had the dry tinder aflame in short order, and he lit a slow taper with the quick-burning fuel before it flared out. He then used the burning taper to ignite the sage for the Smoke Bowl Blessing.

Peter smudged the burning sage, leaving the bundle smoking more than burning. He surrounded himself with smoke. Then he also smudged the circle of participants. When he had cleansed the circle, he then blessed above, below, and the four directions. He then raised the smoking herb up to the heavens. “With this smoke, we banish all evil from this place. We banish negative energy from our endeavor.” 

He used a feather fan in his other hand to direct the negative energy away and then crushed the smoking sage out in his bowl before lighting the sweetgrass. He smudged the sweetgrass bundle, leaving a smoking remnant, and then bathed himself in the cleansing smoke as he had done with the sage. 

“With sweetgrass, we bless this space and welcome positive and supportive energy,” Peter intoned, and then he used the feather fan once again to sweep the smoke all around the circle, wreathing fully over and around each participant before finally concentrating the remaining smoke on and around Jamari. “Bless this endeavor. Bless Jamari, that he may find himself in the otherworld, that he may make himself whole again,” he finished.

Jamari felt ready for meditation trance, and as Peter smudged out the sweetgrass, he closed his eyes and sought the spirit realm. It took intense effort, far beyond what he was used to exerting, but he could finally feel the separate realms of spirit and flesh. Once in the spirit realm, he looked about through spirit-eyes and saw sparks of life all around him, exactly as Terry had warned, including a small rodent at the far edge and a doe and fawn pair on the opposite side. He turned from those distractions. Because the Knight Shaman suspected the problem originated from Shane’s interment ceremony, he sought that memory. 

In an instant, he was there again. As difficult as it had been to establish trance over the past few weeks, this voyage was becoming alarmingly easy, as if some greater force was compelling him along a path. He watched himself as if from a height as his past self once again raised a handful of cut salmon strips up to the sky to seek the spirit’s blessing for Shane’s internment. Only now he looked down from on high, but dropping at an alarming rate, seeing his own upturned face, yet feeling the dance of wind past wing and feather. 

He was seeing the scene as if he were Eagle.

Once again, Jamari heard the shrill “kree” as Eagle descended onto his arm to take the offering. Only now it was his own hunger slaked in the dripping morsels of flesh. Once again, he looked into Eagle’s great eye: greater now in this vision even than it had been when he lived it. This time, though, he was also looking back, peering deep into the soul behind his own startling blue eyes, sensing the brightness of “self” emerging to greet Eagle ... and he felt himself taken in. Taken in and away as Eagle ascended through the overhanging trees. 

Jamari felt a bolt of energy jet away from the clearing, darting away to the north and east even faster than Eagle could go. It disappeared before he could understand what it was. He thought he felt Shane for a quick instant, and then the spirit was gone. Was this how Shane’s spirit had left the Dream World? 

He was with Eagle now, soaring on sweeping wings, dancing through bole and shadow and limb, watching his memory-self continue the ceremony through the openings in the trees until Eagle carried him over a ridge and away. 

A long journey happened in an instant, and he was passing over Yoncalla and then descending onto a glade near his home of Milltown Village. He recognized the point where the stream bent around the shoulder of the mountain. The bend marked where Eagle had carried him up to the heights. He felt a sudden lurch of descent as Eagle carried him down into a copse of firs that held one lone oak, young and small, fighting to reach up to the light, which only haphazardly broke through the upper branches. 

He remembered just a few snippets after finding himself with the tree, chiefly Eagle descending onto the upper limb of the young oak tree that was largely overwhelmed by the surrounding firs. But this oak had life pulsing through it in glowing green bursts, and Jamari felt the life force within embrace and envelop him as Eagle set him into those branches. And then more fragments.

He felt himself called back into his mundane world and his spirit self fought the summons. After a struggle, Jamari returned, but with only disjointed memories of his time in the spirit world: the Founder as a man-tree, the spirit of the glade; his essence, which had been a looming light of presence in the spirit world, much stronger and more powerful than the individual components of the combined spirit there. He perceived a visible thread binding the Founder-Spirit to the glade. 

Eagle, as an avatar of the Great Spirit, God, Jehovah, outshone the pulsing glow that was the Founder. And himself. The greatest single revelation of all: him being chosen as a companion of the Spirits. Somehow, he was Forest, in all its pieces, great and small, somehow encompassing all of it. And yet, he was still just Jamari, shaman of the Elk Creek Tribe. He buried himself in Zach as he awakened, crying out the loss. Knowing even as he placed his seed deep into his lover that this journey was but the beginning
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