
  
    
      
        [image: Title]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2024 M. Alan Elwell.

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping or by any information storage retrieval system without the written permission of the author except in the case of

        brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, names, incidents, organizations, and dialogue in this novel are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Staring ahead as far as he can see, he watches the line of weeds along the side of the road stretch unbroken. He glances down at the odometer again: 1.3 miles since the last turn. According to the directions, he should be seeing the trail cut into the road by now.

      Then he sees it, a break in the weed line up ahead. He slows the vehicle, then slows the vehicle further.

      Driving up to the trailhead, he is surprised to find it isn’t much of a trail at all. It’s nothing more than an overgrown two-track that disappears into thick brush. This is getting a bit extreme. He’s been driving dirt roads out into the middle of nowhere, and now this? Is this guy leading him on a wild goose chase? He hesitates. This is a lot to go through for a first meeting.

      But this is the end of it; according to the directions, the trail dead-ends up ahead after two-tenths of a mile. He has been driving for more than three hours, and now the drive will be over. He slowly eases the SUV onto the trail.

      Immediately, he becomes engulfed in greenery; branches and tall weeds scrape against the vehicle. It’s like driving into a tunnel. The road is badly rutted. He is forced to slow down even further; it’s a good thing he is driving a truck, not a car. What was Nate thinking, bringing him out here into something like this?

      Suddenly, the brush opens, and the trail smooths out. He is relieved to be traveling on slightly higher ground. On either side, tall trees rise from the brush, and there is plenty of light.

      He shifts his focus to the situation ahead: he will be meeting Nate for the first time. This is the start of a new round; they could be working together for the next six months. He has started many new rounds before, but it’s been a while, and he can’t help but feel a bit uncertain. The challenge is to be open and responsive. He prepares himself by relaxing to connect with himself. He reminds himself again that he can’t have high hopes for the encounter; his whole focus is on the opportunity to engage.

      The trail ends exactly as the directions said it would. But he doesn’t see another vehicle. After the long drive and having to slow down to navigate so many unexpected dirt roads, he is running a little late. He expected Nate to already be there, though he was fine with arriving first. It will give him a chance to relax and focus. It will feel good to get out of the vehicle.

      Getting out of the SUV, Owen extends his arms above his head and stretches deeply, then extends the stretch through his body to the ground as he looks around. It is an interesting setting, definitely in the big woods. He appreciates Nate’s effort to at least make their first meeting interesting; he takes it as an attempt to reflect the magnitude of their endeavor. Sunlight filters through the branches, and a breeze moves through the leaves. He takes a couple of deep breaths.

      “Oh, here he is, the great warrior….”

      Sounds of yelling crash around him from the woods beyond. “The lover of the unknown.”

      His instant reaction is to crouch down against the vehicle. “The explorer of consciousness…the liberator of possibility.”

      What is going on?

      “Come to do battle with the great forces of infinity.”

      Where is the yelling coming from?

      “There are worlds upon worlds before us.”

      Owen braces against the yelling. He recognizes the yelling as passages from the books.

      “We are surrounded by unfathomable mystery.” The yelling has to be Nate, but what is he doing?

      “It’s monstrous to think the world can ever be understood.”

      What comes to him is that the yelling must be some kind of ploy, an effort to take control. His next thought is that Nate must be off on some kind of indulgence, thinking he is practicing some technique from the books.

      “Our lot is to learn, to be hurled into inconceivable new worlds.”

      Owen has experienced so many people lost to their ideas about what they think the material is about. From their emails, Nate seemed serious enough, sober enough, but he is probably just another goofball wannabe, caught up in the outrageousness of what he thinks is going on.

      “The goal of life is the expansion of consciousness.”

      As Owen stands up from the vehicle against the force of the yelling, a huge wave of disappointment threatens to overwhelm him.

      “The war is against ignorance…we are being robbed of our heritage.”

      Not again. He had such high hopes, worked so hard, struggled so hard. But he also finds himself in the middle of a situation. What he feels most is the force of yelling pushing against him.

      “The individual self has deprived man of his power.”

      Owen feels the intent to hold him back. That’s not what his life is about. His life is about action and moving forward, and this is the challenge before him. In an attempt to gain perspective and in reaction to the yelling, he lifts his eyes to the expanse around him. There is so much beyond; the world is immense.

      “The thrust of the warrior’s way is to dethrone self-importance...Life for a warrior is an exercise in strategy.”

      Against the magnitude, he feels the volume of his own living, and it is from that awareness that he responds. He hopes to open himself and be moved by the full power of existence; the full force of his life will proceed from this moment.

      “A man goes to knowledge as he goes to war…wide-awake, with fear, with respect, and with absolute assurance.”

      Focusing on the yelling, Owen feels pressure against him, but his only interest is to move forward. He feels his commitment as a gathering of resolve from the volume and focus of his life and from the space around him. He next focuses on the source of the yelling as the source of the situation.

      “Energy is the irreducible essence of everything.”

      His training has prepared him. His effort is to open to the yelling, take it in, connect with it, and be directed. The yelling fills him until it extends through him and engages with the ground, where the energy gathers and compresses, before expanding and extending back through him along the path of his focus to the yelling.

      “The ultimate accomplishment of a warrior is joy.”

      Once established, his only choice is to follow the connection. Owen gathers himself and then starts forward. The challenge is to keep the energy moving. It is not of him and can’t be him, or it will get stuck in him. He has to keep returning it as a flow; it is a life force he is keeping alive.

      “Being detached from everything, a warrior becomes a part of everything.”

      Whatever happens is beyond him; he can only be open and connected. It is a dynamic he has exercised and trusts.

      From the sound of yelling, the source isn’t far, but the direction is through thick brush. Yet the path leading from where he parked his vehicle curves in that direction. His whole focus is to stay open and let the yelling fill him, and from that fullness, the energy expands and extends back to Nate. Owen follows that connection. The connection determines everything that will happen; his whole fate in the moment is to return the energy.

      “A warrior considers himself already dead.”

      Nate keeps yelling. Owen feels the energy coming at him, but his only interest is to stay open and connected, letting the energy return through him.

      “To break free from attachment and fly away on the wings of perception.”

      The energy has to return. If the energy doesn’t return, the connection is broken, and he will be available to the energy. A lot of energy is building as it expands into a swelling pressure.

      The path does turn left toward the yelling. He can see a flash of clothing through the trees, and then the sight of a guy is before him. The guy is not big, youngish, with a round face, and papers in his hands. His eyes show surprise, but there is also a look of determination as he keeps up the force of his yelling.

      “Only as a warrior can one withstand the path of knowledge.”

      Through the yelling, Owen focuses on the center of energy. Intensity builds, with an element of compression and expansion. It drives him to focus all he is worth on taking in the energy and returning it. He has to keep receiving and returning. It’s critical now. There is so much energy. If the energy's intensity gets stuck in him, it could be devastating. His whole life depends on returning the energy. As Nate draws closer, the space compresses. The energy is inside the space.

      The intensity escalates to a scream. Owen focuses completely on the dynamic of opening and returning. Nate is not giving in. As the gap between them reduces, the compression between them escalates until it almost lifts Owen, but instead, it lifts his arm in the continuance of compressing and expanding, and as he reaches Nate, his arm comes down in the last instant of return on the top of Nate’s head. The reaction is instant. It is like an explosion. Nate takes the full force of compressed energy; it is inside him, and immediately he begins vibrating with the power of the energy racing back and forth. The vibrating continues until Nate is convulsing. His body stiffens. His eyes roll up in his head, and his mouth is open.

      Suddenly, Nate falls to the ground and convulses violently. Owen is shocked. He has never seen anything like it; he is witnessing a remarkable sight. He has no care for the outcome or conclusion. In that sense, he is in no position to control his involvement. He has fulfilled his role as a conduit for returning energy and is left only to witness. The rest is up to Nate and his involvement with the energy, so that as he convulses on the ground, he becomes aware, with a further element of wonder, that he may be witnessing the death of someone. It is unlikely Nate’s body can withstand such convulsions; it seems it will shake itself to pieces. His eyes are bulging, his face is darkening, and his breathing is paralyzed. Unable to breathe, he will not survive.

      Yet as he witnesses the scene, he is conscious of another awareness, as if on a horizon, but knowing that awareness is also of him, and with the same objective and dispassionate observation, he is aware of it growing, until the awareness begins to take shape and focus in the form of elements that at first remain arbitrary and passive, then grow in precedence until they gather and formulate and become personal. There will be a body. The body will be found. As the concept expands to fully form, it connects with the idea that Nate knows people and will be missed. Those connections could be traced back to his involvement, and authorities will be called. He is many things of space and time, but he is also of the particularity of this world. Directed by that particularity, an awareness coalesces until a concern begins to rise. He could be accused of causing the death of someone. For a moment longer, he remains caught between the different interpretations of the event until the ramifications against him continue to build, and he experiences something like a “Pop!” There will be a trial! He could spend the rest of his life in jail! The realization overpowers him with speed and force. He has to do something! And by the contortion and darkening color of Nate’s face, there can’t be much time. He steps forward, then drops to the ground. “Nate!” he yells. But nothing changes. He yells again as if trying to penetrate a barrier. “Nate!”

      The energy racing back and forth inside of Nate has disconnected him from his breathing. “Breathe, Nate!” But his words aren’t registering. He feels Nate is trying to look at him, but his body is thrashing about.

      He could spend the rest of his life in jail!

      An idea bursts into consciousness: it is whole and complete, something he remembers from the books, an almost exact situation between two apprentices. He immediately jumps on top of Nate, outlining him with his body. He inhales deeply, pushing his abdomen into Nate’s. “Find my breath,” he yells, his face just inches away. When he exhales and contracts his diaphragm, he hopes to feel Nate’s abdomen follow, but nothing happens. He inhales again, extending his belly. “Find my breath!” he implores.

      Nothing happens.

      Again, he exhales and inhales deeply. “Follow my breath!”

      His feeling is that Nate is at least hearing him but there isn’t much time. Nate has to be on the verge of passing out. Owen has to be prepared to do everything he can to revive him. He expands his stomach into Nate’s but nothing happens.

      Then, after another sequence of thrusting and withdrawing his stomach, Nate’s abdomen pushes back, spasms back and forth, and then he explodes in a huge gasp. Nate is suddenly gasping for air. The barrier has been broken.

      Nate’s breathing comes in gasps and spasms. He tries again to get Nate to follow his breath, but it is of no use. Nate’s breathing is trying too hard; he is trying to get it back all at once. Realizing he is only hindering him, he rolls off, leaving Nate to gasp on his own.

      Nate continues rolling on the ground, gasping. His stomach heaves with his gasping.

      His head thrashes back and forth as he struggles to breathe. Finally, he rolls on his side and pukes.
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      Owen squats off to the side, waiting for what will happen next.

      Nate has gone back to rolling on the ground, gasping for breath.

      His concern is for Nate, but he has no idea of his condition.

      Nate’s head rolls back and forth, but he isn’t thrashing as much. His gasping is less intense. At least it seems Nate is going to survive. His eyes are closed, his face grimaced. The gasps become more controlled until his breaths come one after the other. Nate brings up a hand to cover his face. He then rolls onto his side and props himself up on an elbow, but the effort seems too much, and he rolls onto his back again. His body heaves with his breathing.

      Owen can only watch and be ready. He has no idea what state Nate will end up in. He is also aware that something remarkable has happened; the explosion of energy is unlike anything he has ever experienced. He would like to think about it, but for the moment, he needs to stay focused on Nate.

      “Keep breathing,” he offers, as the need to offer something. Nate continues to breathe heavily.

      Then, through the gasping comes a sputtering, and Nate’s body begins to shake. Owen becomes alarmed; he doesn’t know what to think.

      Nate’s body continues to shake. His head rolls back and forth, and gurgling noises come out of him as he gasps. His initial thought is that Nate’s condition is worsening. Then, as he watches closely, a realization develops: Is Nate laughing? It is a shock to think that Nate could be laughing, and he watches closely as Nate’s body sputters and shakes. Is he in pain? But a kind of giggling comes from the sputtering that makes him think Nate is actually laughing. What could he be laughing about? The guy nearly died! His immediate concern is that a lack of oxygen has damaged Nate’s brain.

      Nate is definitely laughing. His mouth is open, and a giggling bubbles out of him as his head rolls back and forth. “What the hell?” he then mutters through the sputtering. It is the first sound of words since the incident started. “Holy crap.” The words aren’t directed anywhere and mix with the escape of his laughing. But at least Nate has said something; it is a big deal. It is a further sign of possible recovery.

      Nate’s arms and legs continue to move about, his head rolls back and forth as he continues to laugh. His eyes are closed, but his mouth is open in something like a grimace or a grin. There has to be something wrong with him.

      Nate then rolls onto his side again and props himself up with his elbow. Hair hangs over his face, and he shakes his head from side to side as if trying to clear it. “Damn,” he says, and again the word isn’t directed anywhere but is more speaking. The only option is to wait to assess what happens next. Nate stays looking down and shaking his head, “Man, that was weird.”

      Owen is sure whatever he experienced was weird, but what matters most is that Nate is connecting words. It is another sign of improvement. But in the next moment, Nate has pushed himself up further, leaning on his extended arm and looking at him through the messy hair hanging over his eyes. “So what the hell was that?” The words push at him. Is Nate really asking for an explanation? He isn’t sure what Nate is referring to or how much he is even aware of what went on.

      But before he has a chance to decide anything further, Nate continues speaking. “Man, you nailed me,” he states, shaking his head again. There is a tone of annoyance mixed with amazement.

      Nate then lifts his head and stares straight at him. “What did you do to me?”

      Owen is shocked. There is no doubt now about what Nate is thinking. A moment ago, he was wondering whether Nate would even survive and had to hustle to catch up with the new direction of what was going on. Nate thinks he did something to him. He can imagine how Nate might think that, but it’s not what happened. The real challenge is that he feels forced to respond. “You were the one doing the yelling,” he says, dismissing the accusation directly.

      Nate continues staring at him. “Oh, and that’s why my head exploded?”

      Owen laughs, just once. His surprise is at the force of accusation in Nate’s voice; it could have felt like his head was exploding. But he doesn’t want to offend Nate by making him think he is laughing at him, so he bites off the end of his laughter. “Yeah, something like that.” Still, it might be too late. Nate remains staring at him. The most pressing issue is that Nate thinks he did something to him, even though he really didn’t. It could seem that way; he was definitely involved and feels the need to address the issue as the next step in getting Nate to understand. “Hey, I just returned your energy.”

      Nate continues to glare at him through the hair hanging over his eyes. “My energy?” He seems annoyed, but he is also considering what was said. “Oh, and you didn’t hit me?” Another flash of recrimination crosses his face.

      Owen can see he isn’t getting anywhere trying to get Nate to simply believe his explanation. But he isn’t about to take on the force of recrimination, either. Because he didn’t do anything on his own, Nate caused the situation. Owen feels the need to direct that truth back at him. “You pretty much did it to yourself.”

      Nate continues to stare at him, though for the moment he can’t outright reject what Owen has said. “I did it to myself, huh?” His tone is a tangle of annoyance and sarcasm. He keeps thinking while maintaining a look of recrimination. “Well, I don’t remember any of that in the books.”

      It is Owen’s turn to laugh. He even tilts his head back, but catches himself again. Part of his laughter is the continued relief that Nate is processing thoughts and moving further toward recovery. Another part comes from the growing awareness that a ludicrous situation has settled on him. Now, Nate is trying to connect what he experienced to events in the books. It is an understandable attempt, but Owen is quick to spare Nate the trouble. “It’s not in the books,” he offers.

      Yet as soon as he responds, he is aware that he has opened himself to further scrutiny.

      “So what was it?”

      Owen is now in a different situation. He knows Nate won’t understand what he did, so he will only add to Nate’s confusion. He doesn’t want to make the effort to try to explain, and he doesn’t want to seem evasive or get Nate more annoyed, so he feels he has no other choice but to be direct. “It was more a martial thing.”

      “Martial arts!” Nate nearly yells, pushing himself up farther on his arm. “Now we’re doing martial arts!” Nate has turned his whole body to face him. “Man, I could have died!”

      Owen can’t help but laugh, a sudden release after taking the full force of the accusation. Yes, it’s true that Nate could have died, but what’s missing is any responsibility for what happened. And Owen isn’t willing to have the onus put on him anymore. “Hey, what did you expect?” he says, feeling his own flare of annoyance. “You can’t just go off yelling like that and expect nothing to happen. We’re not playing tiddlywinks here. This is serious stuff!” It’s Nate’s turn to be the focus of the accusation. For the moment, he remains puffed up with indignation, but he can’t sustain the posture and slowly begins to deflate. Nate continues staring at him without saying anything more, then looks down, unable to deny what he has been told. Owen’s attempt to push back at him seems to have at least neutralized his momentum. But Owen’s response has also caused a rise of amazement. What was Nate thinking? It’s true that if Nate was going to yell like that, he had to expect something might happen. It makes him wonder. He decides to continue pressing Nate. “So what was all that yelling about?”

      Nate remains looking down. He suddenly seems sheepish. He then shakes his head as if feeling forced to confess. “Obviously, something that didn’t work.”

      Owen laughs again, this time freely. It’s as he thought; Nate’s yelling must have been some misguided attempt at some technique from the books.

      Being able to deflect Nate’s accusation and get him to see his own part in what happened has brought everything back to an even level between them. It allows Owen to shift his focus for the moment and refocus on Nate’s condition. What Nate experienced had to be devastating. He is sure Nate is a whole lot better than before, but isn’t convinced Nate is fully recovered. “You all right?”

      Nate seems to take the inquiry seriously and, for a moment, assesses himself. “I think so,” he says. There remains a tone of annoyance in his voice, but it doesn’t seem directed at anything in particular. “Man, this is some crazy shit,” he says as punctuation.

      Owen again laughs. Of course, this is crazy. “We’re dealing with power.”

      They have come to a neutral space.

      Nate then sits all the way up, and after another moment, makes the effort to get to his feet. He dusts himself off and takes a couple of steps. He seems to be assessing himself further. Owen stands up as well.

      Nate continues to scrutinize his condition by walking around, then stretching his arms over his head, then turning his torso from side to side. All indications are that he is OK. Owen feels further relief. After a few more moments of extending his arms and legs, then twisting around, Nate simply states, “I still don’t think you had to hit me.”

      Owen struggles not to laugh.

      Nate continues stretching, then simply asks, “So what should we do?”

      Owen shrugs, not wanting to be the one to make the decision, but he is willing to make the situation clear: “We’re here for a reason.” Yes, they are. They are here to do the interview, and Nate nods in agreement but says nothing more, so Owen decides to push the issue. “You up for it?” Nate hesitates, then says he is, though he doesn’t seem very enthused. “So what’s next?” Owen asks, since Nate suggested they come out here.

      “I’ve got a place,” Nate answers. Owen figured he did.

      “We’ll need to go this way.” Nate motions with his hand along the trail, away from where he parked. Owen says he needs to get his things. He walks to his vehicle and grabs his backpack.

      When he returns, Nate turns halfway to face him. “Hey, I thought we weren’t supposed to get into any kind of confrontation,” he says. There is an undercurrent of recrimination in his tone, but his question seems mostly genuine. Owen knows what he is referring to because he has thought about the issue himself. The system guidelines clearly state that the two participants are not to have any physical contact. It is a safeguard against things getting out of hand. A lot of intensity can be unleashed when dealing with the material; it taps into people’s deepest hopes and fears. Bullying and abuse are on one end of the spectrum of possibilities, and sexual involvement is on the other. As a warning, the consequence of a confrontation is that participants consider their involvement terminated, and each must wait to participate in the system again when the next cycle begins after another six months. There is no doubt that he and Nate had a confrontation, but Owen isn’t willing to dismiss their working together so easily and has already thought of an explanation. “We hadn’t started yet,” he says. It’s true; they hadn’t yet agreed to work together, so they weren’t officially involved.

      After a moment, Nate nods his head. He seems satisfied with the answer. Nate simply turns and leads down the path.
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      The path through the brushy area is well-defined, then becomes less discernible as it climbs uphill into a large area of pines. The pines are spaced apart, with few lower branches, and are planted in rows; they are walking through a pine plantation. It makes Owen wonder if this is private land. Because of all the undeveloped land he had traveled through to get here, he thought the area was mostly state land, but maybe not, though it hardly mattered. He assumes Nate knows what he is doing. Beneath the trees, the ground is bare of undergrowth and covered with a blanket of yellowed pine needles. The sun blinks on and off through the canopy; otherwise, the understory is shaded and cool.

      Owen is still feeling a bit unsettled after his initial encounter with Nate. What went on between them was extreme; the whole exchange was crazy. The explosion of energy was far beyond anything he had ever experienced and was a monumental moment. His initial reaction is to want to review the details, but he is hesitant to ponder what happened or try to figure anything out; there will be plenty of time for that. Now he faces another situation. They will have their interview. It will determine what else goes on between them. He wants to be ready.

      Owen walks behind Nate. They are quite possibly starting another round together. It has been a while since he has been involved with the system, and he is always impressed by how it works. He emailed his interest in being included in the next round and received a contact email address. He and Nate then connected and set up their meeting. It’s how it always happens. It is a simple process, though a bit mysterious. When he first encountered the system, he was talking with someone he never spoke with afterward about the don Juan books, and the guy told him about the system. The books were amazing, and he knew there were millions of other readers as impressed as he was, so it didn’t surprise him that people wanted to explore and work with the material. So he decided to give the system a try. He sent an email to the system's general email address and received a contact email address in return; the rest is history.

      Owen continues to follow Nate. This could be his new partner, the guy he could be working with for the next six months. And they got off to such a crazy start. He wonders who he is dealing with and takes a moment to open himself to his impressions. He already knows that Nate is young, probably in his mid-twenties, which means he isn’t very experienced, though that isn’t necessarily a bad thing. All Owen cares about is having someone he can engage with. Walking behind, he notices Nate’s physicality: he isn’t big or muscular, but he does seem athletic in a wiry way, and there is a bounce in his step that at least indicates liveliness and strong energy. Owen is reminded of the wild yelling of passages from the books and how Nate pushed back at him and even got indignant. There is at least some life in the guy. All Owen really wants in a partner is someone with exuberance and, hopefully, some staying power. So many of the people he has been involved with over the years have had a great attraction to the material, but when it comes to action, which is the essence of the practice, there just hasn’t been much. Owen is looking for someone to cause action in him as well, as a kind of boost, a greater challenge, and from the way they started, Nate has at least been that. Otherwise, he doesn’t want to get too detailed in his assessment of Nate and is willing to let the encounter unfold. For the moment, he allows himself the pleasure of knowing he is at least having an encounter; it’s been too long since he has been working on his own. And he is in one hell of a setting. Looking around, the pines stretch tall, the air is fresh and scented, and it is good being outdoors. In that sense, he is already grateful to Nate for his effort in making the setting of their first encounter impressive. So many of his first interview meetings have been in parks and coffee shops.

      The path leads gently uphill in an ascending. Then, up ahead, he sees open sky emerging beyond the pines. The landscape will change. But before they reach the opening, Nate turns left off the trail and follows one of the last rows of pine trees farther uphill. Near the top of the incline, Nate turns right.

      Leaving the pines is like walking through an entrance. The expanse of blue sky and sunshine is immediately intense. Owen hesitates, trying to make sense of what he is experiencing. Before him, just above eye level, thick green foliage extends into open space.

      But after taking a few more steps and encountering tightly-spaced saplings, then overlaid dead and whitened branches that litter the ground through the underbrush, he begins to understand that they have entered a massive, overgrown clear-cut. By the height of the new growth of young trees extending to over his head, the clear-cut has to be several years old.

      He expects the going to become difficult, but as Nate leads decisively through the tangle of branches, his progress appears only slightly impeded, and Owen wonders if there is some path he can’t see. He looks for any sign of branches being cut or moved to the side, but there isn’t a defined trail.

      Before going much farther, they step into a small opening in the brush. Two chairs face each other. On one sits a backpack.

      So this is where they will have their interview. Owen can’t help but be impressed. “Nice,” he says, nodding in approval as he looks around. The space has clearly been shaped from the surrounding brush: branches have been pushed back, and some small saplings where the chairs have been placed have been cut off close to the ground. It is a fine example of Nate’s effort to make their first meeting dramatic. They are out in the middle of a big expanse. Owen takes his impression as a reflection of their condition of being human, surrounded by the immensity of existence, and believes Nate probably intended the feeling as a reflection of concepts from the material. Otherwise, his feeling is of being in a pit or a nest, surrounded by walls of greenery.

      Owen takes off his backpack and moves to the empty chair. They both sit and open their packs. Nate offers a bottle of water, but Owen declines, saying he has brought his own. They both take a moment to open their bottles and take a drink.

      It is on to the business at hand. They both pull out notebooks with their interview sheets.

      The interview, as the first step in any involvement between two new partners, is an icebreaker, a chance to get to know each other and focus on the material. It has been Owen’s experience that in a very short time, he’ll be able to tell a lot about what kind of person Nate will be to work with.

      “Any interest in going first?” Nate asks.

      It doesn’t make any difference to him.

      “All right,” Nate says, flipping through his notebook until he finds the list of questions. “Here we go: How many years have you been involved with the system?”

      Owen is ready with his answer. “Ten.”

      “Ten,” Nate repeats and nods his head, seemingly both a bit impressed and surprised. “Well, that’s a chunk.”

      Yes, it is a chunk, though it is obvious he is a bit older than Nate, so it should make sense that he has been at it a while. He then returns the question.

      “Three,” Nate answers.

      That’s about what Owen expected, though he had hoped for a higher number. It suggests Nate is just getting started with the system and probably doesn’t yet have a solid foundation for understanding the material. In his experience, it takes years to form a clear picture of what the books are about. Yet it hardly matters. Again, his greatest hope is that Nate will have some exuberance and staying power.

      “So, how long do you think the system has been going on?” Nate asks.

      Owen is surprised by the question; it’s not part of the interview, and the guidelines specifically state that communication between the participants should stick to the list of questions and topics. The intent is to keep the partners focused and prevent them from getting off on tangents. Yet Owen can understand Nate’s interest. He has probably never known someone who has been with the system so long, and wanting to know how long it has existed is a natural curiosity. But Owen doesn’t have much of an answer for him. All he knows is that the system was in place before he got involved, and he tells him so.

      “So who do you think set it up?”

      Owen hesitates to answer. Again, he is concerned about getting sidetracked, but this question is obvious enough, so he answers directly. “Don’t have a clue.” He has never really cared to know. As far as he was concerned, the system was set up by power itself to perpetuate itself, and the people it worked through were inconsequential.

      Nate looks down at his sheet while taking a moment to think.

      He was obviously hoping for more information.

      “So how many rounds you been through?” Owen then asks, taking the lead in moving the interview forward by asking the next question.

      “This will be my fourth,” Nate answers directly. That sounds about right.

      “How about you?” “Fourteen.”

      “Fourteen!” Nate responds incredulously, not even trying to hide his surprise. “Holy smokes!”

      Owen is again surprised that Nate is so surprised. He already told him he has been involved with the system for ten years, and with each year having two six-month rounds, there have been at most twenty rounds available. The fact that he has done fourteen means he has taken time off, and he has, mostly over the last few years.

      “Wow!” Nate adds. A short burst of laughter punctuates his amazement. “I bet you’ve seen some things.”

      There he goes again, getting off subject. Owen doesn’t bother bringing it up and gives a short answer. Yes, he’s seen some things. The scope of the material is huge.

      “So have you stopped the world?” Nate then asks.

      What! It is Owen’s turn to be incredulous. He laughs, first, because Nate is so blatantly ignoring the interview directive, and second, because what he is referring to is one of the greatest accomplishments of a warrior. Stopping the world is when the endless flow of perceptual interpretations a person makes to form an understanding of the world we call reality is brought to a halt, and the world consequently collapses. It is what a warrior strives for. When the barrier is broken, other perceptual possibilities hidden behind the façade of continuous interpretation become available. He can understand Nate thinking he might have accomplished stopping the world because he has been working at it for so long, but it also speaks to Nate’s ignorance of the obstacles a warrior faces. The forces that keep a person’s attention fixed on upholding a description of the everyday world of familiar perception are truly formidable.

      And Owen has experienced some remarkable moments, but he isn’t interested in telling Nate about them because it’s none of his business, though he also doesn’t want to be evasive.

      “I’ve had my moments.”

      “Are you able to shut off the internal dialogue?”

      There he goes again. Is this guy incorrigible? Owen feels the need to say something. The system’s directive is very clear. “Hey, we need to stay focused here.”

      Nate reacts as if he were being reprimanded and is also surprised by himself. He sits back in his chair and lowers his head.

      Owen’s only interest is to get on with the interview.

      “So what techniques are you practicing?”

      Nate answers directly. “I’m focused on using death as an advisor.”

      That’s something. He was expecting Nate to say he was practicing erasing personal history, disrupting routines, or practicing one of the other techniques mentioned in the books, and in all the rounds he has been through, he has never had anyone say that using death as an advisor is the technique they were most focused on. And it’s a powerful technique. Death is the great equalizer, the overriding force; the idea of death is what gives life its immediacy and flavor. Having Nate mention he is using death as an advisor makes Owen curious about him, and he would like to ask how he is treating the subject, but he just made a big deal about Nate sticking to the interview and doesn’t want to commit the same offense. But he doesn’t hesitate to let Nate know that he is impressed. “That’s some powerful stuff.”

      “It really is,” Nate answers, as if given an opening. “It really puts things in perspective. I mean, we’re all just people on our way to dying, right? The idea of death tempers a warrior’s spirit. How can we feel overly important if we know that death is stalking us?” Nate then sticks his finger in the air to make a point and is clearly quoting from the books. “Without a clear view of death, there is no order, no sobriety, no beauty. The knowledge of his death is what gives a warrior courage. It guides him and makes him detached and silently lusty.” He gives a short laugh, seemingly impressed by the idea of being “lusty.” They both smile.

      The fact that Nate has quoted from the books is impressive, though Owen has known others who have quoted from the material. The real indication of someone’s seriousness isn’t their ability to memorize passages but their commitment to the practice, and that remains to be seen. He looks at Nate more closely and, for the first time, notices a slight upturn to his nose. His eyes seem a little wider apart than normal. His mouth is wide as well. There is an impish quality to him.

      “So what techniques are you focused on?” Nate asks in return.

      Owen is ready with his answer. “I’m focused on recapitulation.” Nate reacts strongly. “Really? Wow, that’s some serious stuff.”

      Yes, it is serious. Owen is glad Nate seems at least to be somewhat familiar with what he has mentioned. Recapitulation is mostly dealt with in the later books of the series.

      “So you have a crate?” Nate asks.

      Yes, he has a crate.

      “So how long you stay in there?”

      Nate is getting off on a tangent again, but he doesn’t raise the issue.

      “As long as I can.”

      “And recapitulation is the way to gain energy,” Nate adds. “And energy is all we need for our path.”

      Owen is pleased that Nate has at least some understanding, but is anxious to move on.

      They are now ready for what is considered the “awareness section” of the interview. It consists of a list of general topics the new partners are to discuss. The topics are broad in scope and, by association, can cover a large portion of the material. It is up to the partners to decide how to handle them. Nate’s response will tell a lot. Owen’s approach to handling the topics is to address them generally, mostly for the sake of expediency. The topics are too broad to explain fully, and it can be easy to get caught up in a volume of interpretation; there will be plenty of time for clarification later. He only wants to present a flavor.

      Before getting started, the system's directive is to read an opening statement. The intent is to get participants focused on an overarching perspective. He lets Nate read it.

      “Everything that surrounds us is an unfathomable mystery. We must try to unravel these mysteries, but without any hope of doing so. A warrior, aware of the unfathomable mystery that surrounds him and aware of his duty to unravel it, takes his rightful place among the mysteries and regards himself as one.”

      OK. On to the particulars.

      “Discuss: Reality: The Nature of Perception.”

      Owen has a statement he prepared in the past for this moment. He looks down at his notes.

      “As human beings, we are perceivers. The nature of reality is what we perceive. The world we think we see is only a view.”

      “All sentient beings are perceivers,” Nate interjects.

      He is taken aback but attributes the interruption to Nate’s natural enthusiasm.

      “True. And the reality we perceive is the interpretation of a description, dictated to us from the moment we are born, until our world is maintained by our endless internal talk, which leaves no room for possibility and becomes the permanent view that all human beings share.”

      Owen pauses to give Nate an opportunity to add to the discussion, and he does. “The world is as it looks and yet it isn’t. All our lives, we develop one direction to look and keep repeating our choices until the day we die, never realizing that the reality of our perception is only a view.”

      Owen is pleased. Nate seems to have some understanding. He picks up the conversation.

      “Yes, and if we are able to break the fixation and the constant flow of interpretation of perception from its socialized norm, a vast world of expanded perception becomes available.”

      “It’s what we as warriors are determined to explore,” Nate adds. “There is incalculable power at our fingertips. Our goal is to return to our natural state as magical beings.”

      That’s good. Owen can’t help but be a bit impressed. He has nothing more to add. It’s a good place to end the discussion of the first topic. They’ve gotten off to a nice start working together.

      On to the next subject. Nate takes the lead.

      “Discuss: Power, the spirit.”

      Owen is ready with an answer.

      “Spirit is the pervading force of the universe that guides men’s lives and the lives of all things and is available to everyone. But only as warriors are we aware of it and work to strengthen our connection and be available to its directive.”

      “Eh, that’s good,” Nate says.

      It is the effect Owen was after. He’s not messing around. If they’re going to bang a drum, they might as well bang a big one.

      “Spirit is like a voice that speaks to us if we can hear. It is what we strive to polish our connection with,” Nate offers. “So that we can become sensitive to its influence.”

      “Every act performed by warriors is either performed as a way to strengthen their link with spirit or as a response triggered by the link itself.”

      It’s a good general summary.

      Owen brings up the next topic. “Discuss: Self-importance.”

      Nate is ready. “Self-importance is what separates us from our heritage of magnitude and mystery.”

      Owen nods in agreement. “Self-importance is the activity that consumes the greatest amount of our energy.”

      “Self-importance is the force generated by the perpetuation of man’s self-image,” Nate adds.

      Owen responds, “Self-importance requires that we spend most of our lives being offended by someone. Self-Importance is the three-thousand-headed monster,” he then says, in an attempt to get them to the big picture; it is the dramatic description offered in the books.

      “Every effort should be made to break the chains of self-reflection,” Nate says, raising his finger again for emphasis.

      They reach a crescendo, and both end up laughing. It was like leapfrogging along, and they had fun. They are both impressed with the exchange.

      Owen asks the next question, giving Nate the chance to answer first. “Discuss: The Warrior’s Way.”

      Nate looks up at him. “It’s what we do as a way to get closer to the spirit.”

      Owen is ready and returns his response, “The Warrior’s Way is a strategy of action, designed for maximum effect, to account for the understanding that we are surrounded by an unfathomable mystery, and our commitment to try to unravel it.”

      “OK. Right on,” Nate says, he is impressed. He then adds something of his own. “The Warrior’s Way is how we approach the condition of being human.”

      Owen nods his head.

      “And it’s a strategy for gaining energy
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