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The Shaman

Every night the shaman came out, an offering clenched tightly in his left fist. To watch him was to witness sheer willpower.

His head appeared first above the edge of the chasm. His hands came next, one a foot or so to either side. The right with fingers splayed for a grip, the left still clenched. He might as well drop his soul as drop his offering. With those fingers and his bony wrists he gripped the edge of the chasm. 

Then his shoulders appeared and tensed, the wiry muscles contracting as he pulled himself up over the edge. Then all at once, his skinny chest and abdomen appeared. 

Then in rapid succession his waist and hips appeared, and then his right knee. As he flexed that leg, his kneecap shone. Every night. It glowed in the moonlight when there was a moon, and in the starlight when there wasn’t. 

And for a moment, that same moment every night, he teetered, balancing between eternity and fulfilling a simple human obligation. At the same moment, the same place, the same position. 

I could almost feel his teeth grinding together as he tensed his jaw against failure. Mine ground along with his.

I was in plain sight, pampering myself with a seat in a soft canvas chair. 

I had peered into that chasm several times. It and I were familiar with each other through the bond of my fear. I never ventured closer to the edge than was necessary to spy on his home, an ancient, shallow, rock-faced cave. 

But each time I spied from the same place where he pulled himself up night after night. His hands and wrists lay where my footprints would be if rock could be impressed with footprints. I had marveled at his abode, but I had also studied what lay beneath. I knew it intimately, and that knowledge fueled my fear.
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