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  “…No Flesh Shall Be Spared trumps pretty much every summer action movie released over the past few years in terms of muscular, rambunctious fun.”


  ~ Fangoria


  “Thom Carnell writes with the raw sense memory of a battered child and the brute muscularity of a bouncer in a bar fight. His debut novel No Flesh Shall Be Spared is scarred, scary, deeply disturbed, and worth every bloody minute of it. You have to read this book. You might need therapy later.”


  ~ Craig Spector, author: Underground, To Bury the Dead


  “Just when I thought no writer could tell an engaging story within the done-to-death zombie genre, along comes Carnell with a sledgehammer tale of the living dead. Like Lindqvist’s, Handling the Dead, No Flesh Shall Be Spared is a unique, refreshing take on the undead mythos. Imagine if Martin Scorsese took over the Ultimate Fight cartels in a world gone mad. Carnell has delivered a devastating debut novel.”


  ~ Philip Nutman, author: Wet Work


  “Once in a while a horror writer comes around who makes you sigh a deep breath of fresh air at his or her witty charm and original ideas, and Thom Carnell is one of them. Moonlight Serenades is such a beautiful and well written book of short stories, some of them poetic as Edgar Allan Poe or even Walt Whitman. This book is a must-have, and not just to read once, but to read over and over again. 4.5 out of 5 stars.”


  ~ Dread Central
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  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.
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  “Way down south… in Birmin’ham”


  Hey, there you are… welcome back! Good to see you again… I think you may have left your hat here last time. I won’t forget to give it back to you when we’re done here. I’m happy to see you. If this is the first one of my books you’ve picked up, well welcome! I appreciate you taking the time to consider reading.


  The volume you hold in your hot little hands is the third short story collection I’ve done (the first two being Moonlight Serenades and A String of Pearls, respectively) in a sort of homage to my mother who died in 2011. Mom was something special (as all moms are) and something of a hero of mine. It was her love of all things music (particularly the music of Glenn Miller) that informed the books’ titles.


  The stories themselves are quite literally everything I’ve been working on since the last book. I mean, these aren’t finished pieces that I’ve had archived or even offered to be published elsewhere. But rather, they’re either entirely new tales or radically reworked stories from the Carpe Noctem days. Either way, this is my output for the last, well… year or so; literally everything in my Out Box.


  Once again, I’ve included a short preamble before each story to illustrate a) where my head was at when it was written and b) give some insight into my intentions for the story: thematically, emotively, etc. People seemed to like it in the other books and I’m only too happy to oblige.


  But I’ll be honest… I love the short story format and have since forever. There’s an economy of motion in them, an efficiency, which I’ve always found appealing. Maybe it’s my martial arts background? ‘Get in. Do a lot of damage. And get the f*ck out’ has been my motto in their regard. But I also believe they’re a great way to ‘test-drive’ an idea, to take them out for a spin, to see if they work, and if they have ‘legs’… which I’ve done on a number of occasions (NFSBS2, for example).


  So, think of this collection as a Jay Leno-esque warehouse full of cars that I invite you to get into one-by-one and take the wheel; open her up on the freeway. Y’know… really let her rip. It’s okay… it’s why I built them the way I did.


  Careful though, some of these stories have a bite that’s sure to break the surface of the skin; maybe even make you bleed. Hopefully though, they’ll make you feel something or change your outlook. See, I believe that Art, if I might paraphrase Ridley Scott’s BLADE RUNNER, is a test designed to provoke an emotional response. Good work does that. It transports, connects the reader directly to the writer’s mind, and for one glorious instant, they are one, cohesive, imagining unit. Because when that happens, it’s the closest we get to Magic. When it happens… it’s better’n sex.


  Next up… it looks like I’ll be heading into major monster territory… look to things like ABBOTT AND COSTELLO MEET FRANKENSTEIN, Val Lewton’s I WALKED WITH A ZOMBIE, and Martin & Lewis’ SCARED STIFF for an indication of where my head is at.


  After that… I think we’re gonna be heading back to the Training Ground for NFSBS3 to wrap things up there. Never fear though… as there’s a small chapter in this book that should hold you over until that’s done, though (target: late 2020).


  Anyway, that’s the plan…


  Thanks to everyone who’s been following these stories (and hopefully, reviewing / sharing them online) and supporting me on social media. In the lonely life of a reclusive writer who works in a bit of a vacuum, it is very much appreciated. If you would please tell a friend about this book and the others if you enjoyed what you read there… and stay tuned, there are some really cool things comin’…


  ~Thom Carnell


  Bellingham, WA


  2019


  The Children’s Hour


  This is one of the Carpe Noctem pieces that I’ve specifically reworked for this collection. The piece was written with my daughter, Connor Shae, very much in mind. Some time has passed since this was first written. Connor’s no longer a kid. She’s married and works as an ambassador for Kona Bikes. As her dad, I’m really proud. If you look close, you can pretty much guess what I was reading at the time (hint: it rhymes with ‘Clive Barker’s uncompleted The Art series’). The story form is, again, one of my own designs called a Sijjin in which the chosen quotes fuel the narrative and act as ‘palate cleansers’ for the next bit of narrative. Anyway, I love this piece because it reminds me of my kid when she was young. I was working in funeral homes as a Director and Embalmer during its writing… and it kinda shows in the posture of this piece.


  “Between the dark and the daylight,


  When the night is beginning to lower,


  Comes a pause in the day’s occupations,


  That is known as The Children’s Hour.”


  —Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, “The Children’s Hour”


  The small, dark-haired girl quietly makes her way into the bedroom, her feet making soft, whispering sounds on the lush carpeting. Decorated in hues of deep blue and jade green, the room, with its ornate architecture and soft bedding, is a place of welcome solitude for her. Carefully stepping over the piles of her toys that she left abandoned on the expanse of the grey carpeted pastures, she wends her way from the door to the sympathetic warmth of her bed. Stuffed animals graze like forsaken steeds set loose to wander amidst alphabet blocks made from carved wood. A rubber duck and half-dressed Barbie sit alone at a tea party that no one but they have attended. They stare at one another awkwardly as they wait forever for their water to boil.


  The sole window to the room is set back against one wall in a recessed seat. The trees outside are obscured by a layer of newly-formed frost on the glass. The crystalline formations hinder any view of the outside world, turning everything to blobs of color and light.


  The girl snatches up her favorite doll from the foot of the bed; a hug-worn princess within whose garments are held the bitter tears of her recent loss trapped within its crinoline folds. Pulling back her length of ebony hair, she steps up to her bedside clutching the weathered doll to her chest. The doll submits silently. The child falls to her knees and takes a moment to adjust the folds of her nightdress before continuing. Pressing her palms together, she raises her head and begins her nightly prayers.


  “Now I lay me down to sleep;


  I pray the Lord my soul to keep;


  If I should die before I wake;


  I pray the Lord my soul to take.”


  —Children’s Prayer


  Her heart pours out its emotion like sweet honey that falls from her lips into God’s own ear. She peeks through squinted eyes, hoping upon hope, that she will see the benevolent face of the one who holds her heart safe from the lonely Night. Her eyes gaze about with a wide wonder as she feels all of the sorrows of these past few weeks flow up from the depths of her soul. First though, she begs for forgiveness for her self-imposed sins and asks Heaven above that a compassionate eye be cast down upon those that she holds most dear: her mother, her grandmother, her dog, her doll. For even though her life has only recently become a complicated play of emotion and loss for her, she knows that, deep within her heart, her life is blessed. And, for that, she is most grateful.


  “Matthew, Mark, Luke and John,


  The bed be blest that I lie on.


  Four angels to my bed,


  Four angels round my head.


  One to watch, and one to pray,


  And two to bear my soul away.”


  —Thomas Addy, A Candle in the Dark


  Her illusory dalliances having been confessed to the papered walls and to the child’s all-seeing, but tongue-tied gods, she finishes up with a whispered “Amen,” and clambers across the folds of her blankets, dragging her doll—bumpedy-bump-de-bump—behind her. Slipping her feet beneath the cool of the sheets, she wriggles down, burrowing deep into the pliant comfort of her berth. The downy warmth of her feather bed wraps itself around her like a cocoon and cushions her slim body tenderly, lovingly. She tugs the covers up around her chin and breathes a deep, shoulder-heaving sigh as her body’s blush slowly brings the tight space between featherbed and duvet to a comfortable glow. She closes her eyes and begins her slow submersion into the infinite Ocean of Sleep.


  “The day is done, and darkness


  Falls from the wings of night,


  As a feather is wafted downward


  From an eagle in his flight.”


  —Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, “The Day is Done”


  A single lamplight is left to burn by the side of the bed, illuminating the room in a soft, rose-colored glow. The flame flickers and invites the very shadows to dance. Darkness begins to seduce Light and their fevered antics cause the room to pitch and shift and seem to drift on air. The child lying in the warm, soft bed slowly opens her heavy-lidded eyes and looks expectantly upward toward the door. Her heart skips a beat as the shimmering image of a man—her father so newly lost—comes drifting into the room through a doorway from an ethereal netherworld.


  His glimmering form stands before her, his face beaming with a love as broad as the vast realities over which he has traveled to be here with her. Her heart, so recently shattered by the events of his passing, brims once more with a love that can only be understood by daughter devoted and father dearly departed.


  This spectral form, into whose arms she’d once found such solace, drifts to kneel alongside her bed. Reaching out, his translucent fingertips gently stroke the plane of her forehead. His touch is cool and deeply soothing to both her skin and her soul. She stares into deeply-benevolent eyes and all of the conundrums of the universe seem to unravel for her in his gaze.


  “I love thee with the breath,


  Smiles, tears, of all my life!—and, if God choose,


  I shall love thee better after death.”


  —Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Sonnets from the Portuguese


  Not a word is exchanged as this unlikely pair stares so deeply—so lovingly—into one another’s souls and a deep and lasting understanding that transcends even Death is found there. He gives her a father’s gift of his confidence and assurance; unselfish and unencumbered. Promising her that, no matter what, he will always be by her side, in this life and in the next.


  Contentment blooms like a rose within her tiny breast. His voice, he vows, will forever call from across the turbulent waters of the river once christened Styx to comfort her. He places a ghostly hand upon her head and bequeaths unto her all that he has learned since his passing: the lessons of a moral—and mortal—life lived, the wisdom drawn from a fatherly heart, and, ultimately, the discipline of the unforgiving grave. For you see, she is, like all children are, extensions of her parents and of their spirit. Much like he was to his father… and his father was to his grandfather… and so on down the line since time immemorial. Creation made Process.


  Certain that she now understands all that he has explained, he bends to kiss her, his cold lips further cooling her warm brow. He offers to her the last ember of his love so that she might keep it alive within her; like a fire to be tended forever in her heart. Finally, he rises, touching the candle on the nightstand. The flame ebbs and, with a soft sputter, finally winks out. And, for an instant, the room is illuminated solely by the glow of their love for one another. And then, with the bow of a charming prince, her ghostly visitor takes his leave; his soft light dimming to the endless black of the lonesome Night.


  “Now I lay me down


  Now I lay me down to dream…”


  —October Project “Now I Lay Me Down”


  San Jacinto


  I gotta admit… this one took a while. I mean, I started this piece a number of years ago, but I could never find a way to make it work. Finally, in the summer of this last year, I took another look at it. After a lot of consideration, I finally found an angle for the ending and got it done. The title obviously comes from a Peter Gabriel song. The meat of the tale though comes from a combination of things: something I once heard on a Joe Rogan podcast (of all things), my own personal experiences with hallucinogens, and some notes I took while reading John Marco Allegro’s, THE SACRED MUSHROOM AND THE CROSS (a book I HIGHLY recommend, by the way). As for the cultural framework, I did my best to try and get it all right, but…


  If I did happen to have messed anything up, well… mea culpa.


  The late afternoon sun hung in the sky like a canary-colored flower as Jordan Sawyer trudged his way up the well-worn dirt path that led up to the highest peak of Tapinaw Mountain. Two impossibly large American Indian men strode ahead of him; leading the way. Their wide muscular backs bobbed like gulls in front of him as they walked along the trail. They’d both been at his side since he’d arrived at the Native Tribal Council chambers back in Duerte. He’d filed his paperwork, paid his fees, and, once he had the proper clearances, they’d been assigned to guide him up the mountain for his scheduled audience with the Holy Man D’Jour known only as John Smith.


  Sawyer had heard a little of the old man’s wisdom in an interview with a tribal elder on 60 Minutes and had been impressed. Now, a mere week later, he was here in the middle of nowhere in an attempt to speak to him for an article Sawyer was doing for Lore Magazine about the resurgence of the Western World’s interest in Native philosophy and culture.


  John Smith was, if you believed what his followers told you, well over a hundred and ten years old and Sawyer thought it important to get his voice on tape before he finally passed. It had taken a lot of convincing and assurances (and reassurances) regarding the purity of his motives in order to finally persuade his way past his handlers and into a one-on-one with the man.

  Sawyer pulled his knapsack higher up his back and felt the weight of the laptop inside shift as he once again looked up into the sweltering, too-blue sky. Silently, he hoped that he’d not forgotten anything back at the motel. He nervously went over the contents of his bag once more in his head. He had his computer, his recorders, some notes, a bunch of batteries… some cash. He shrugged; figuring he was covered.


  Several hawks and, a little higher up, a lone eagle circled in the air around the peak of the mountain up ahead, pin-wheeling on the warm thermal drafts in their search for the snakes and small mammals that made up their central food source. Sawyer’s brain abruptly kicked up a memory of him as a kid flying kites on a warm summer’s day.


  One of the men ahead of him, a guy named Daniel Parker, looked back to make sure he was keeping up. Strands of his long black hair swirled around his head in the blowing wind. Sawyer winced and nodded to him. Parker smirked to himself as he returned his attention to the trail ahead. The man seemed to be amused by the way the journalist was plodding along, breathing through his open mouth, and groaning with each new peak that rose up ahead of them.

  “We haven’t got much further to go,” Parker reassured him as he winked to his partner, Jessie Nakoma. Then, they both glanced back at the out of breath journalist, grinning as Parker asked, “Hey, you ever Stairmaster?”


  Nakoma slapped him on the back and they both roared with laughter that echoed back to them off the hillside. The sound though was quickly swallowed by the rushing wind.


  Sawyer groaned through a pained smile as he allowed his gaze to fall back to the unforgiving monotony of the ground ahead of him. Soon, the trail began to flatten out and they came to a substantial clearing. Up ahead of them, he saw a small tarp and wood structure off the side of the trail. Plumes of thick gray smoke escaped from a flap in the top of the structure’s tarpaulin covering and spiraled like candy floss into the clear sky. Nakoma, the larger of his guides, looked back at his charge and nodded as if to silently say ‘We’re here.’ They stopped about fifteen yards off and Sawyer was grateful for the rest. Bending over at the waist, Sawyer struggled to catch his breath.


  The two guides approached the lodge first; Nakoma motioning for Sawyer to remain where he was. The journalist nodded, again grateful for the opportunity to try and recover his breath. He silently reminded himself of how long he’d tried to get this interview and how much he didn’t want to screw it up with some minor breach of propriety. And so, he decided to wait… and to try and breathe some oxygen into his tired muscles.


  Nakoma disappeared into the structure through a gash in the cloth wall.


  Parker immediately took up a sentry position to the right of the door.

  Sawyer looked around the clearing surrounding him as he waited. He still struggled to get his breath, but at least his heart rate was back under control. He took a minute to stare out over an expansive land that sloped off around him in all directions. The terrain fell away at such an alarming slope that it only made the view all that much more breathtaking.


  In all directions, a dense forest—alive and full—made up of tall Pines, Kauri, and Juniper trees teamed with life, covering the mountainside like a thick carpet. A lush bed of pine needles lay across the ground like goose down and everywhere you looked verdant, new life sprang up from the decay of the old. Birds sang unaware in the trees while small animals went about their business in the low brush; each of them seemingly oblivious to the other’s presence. It was as if every creature on the mountain instinctively knew that anyone on John Smith’s land would mean them no harm. It was like a slice of what fabled Eden must have been like; untouched and unsullied by Man and his technological infringements, Sawyer thought poetically.


  He mentally made a note to use that line in his article.


  After about fifteen minutes, Nakoma abruptly stepped back out through the flap in the tent and approached him. As he came closer, his muscular body gave off the rich smell of burnt firewood and hemp. Sawyer noticed the soft misting of perspiration which speckled the man’s forehead like rain on tan window glass; his eyes, though, were as clear as a mountain stream.


  The big man motioned for Sawyer to follow him and they both approached the tent. Nakoma motioned for Sawyer to strip off his clothes before entering the tent. He said something about the structure being a sweat lodge, and it was therefore humid inside, but Sawyer wasn’t really listening. His mind had already begun reflexively going over his list of questions for the interview in his head. He snapped back to reality when he was told how he would only be allowed to bring in those things that he absolutely needed.


  Reluctantly, Sawyer complied with his instructions and stripped down to his boxer shorts; stacking his bag and clothes in a small pile outside of the door. In his hands, he kept only his small microcassette recorder, some extra batteries, and two blank tapes from his knapsack. He silently hoped it would be enough. Drawing one last cool breath of the late afternoon’s air, he looked into the sky toward where the eagles continued their spiraling, and clicked on his recorder.


  Hoping for the best, but figuring it was a little too late for that now, he ducked inside the tent to meet the legendary John Smith.

  It took a moment for Sawyer’s eyes to become accustomed to the darkness inside the tent. But, in time, his vision had cleared enough so that he was finally able to make out some of the sparse furnishings: some urns of water, a few stacked blankets, and an old Styrofoam cooler.


  An old man sat cross-legged at the edge of a large, crackling fire which had been set at the center of the space. His body’s naked bulk settled upon his frame in corpulent folds. Long salt-n-pepper hair was pulled back into two long braids which exposed a cherubic sweat-soaked face. Sawyer noted that, despite its welcoming expression, it was a face that had some serious ‘miles’ on it. They say that we earn our faces through the way that we live our lives. If that was true, this guy must have one helluva story. But overall… the old guy just had a regal sort of countenance that was compelling. There was no way in hell that he was as old as they say he was, but he certainly looked pretty damn good for whatever the hell age he was.


  Nakoma interrupted Sawyer’s train of thought by tapping him on the shoulder and motioning for him to sit where he was standing. Still tired from the hike up the mountain, the journalist was happy to comply with the instruction. Once he had himself seated and more or less comfortable, Nakoma bent over and whispered something into the old man’s ear. Without looking up, the old guy quietly motioned for him to leave; shooing him away like he would shoo away a bothersome fly.


  Nakoma shot Sawyer a quick glance that left little of its meaning to the imagination: ‘I’m just outside this door and can be back in less time than it would take for you to draw a breath.’ Sawyer smiled at him and tried to look as benign as possible as he watched him disappear through the folds of the door.


  The two men sat in silence in the hot tent for a long time. Sawyer noticed several rivulets of sweat as they ran down the old man’s sun-hardened skin in long glistening lines of moisture. As they both sat in front of one another without speaking, he saw how the old guy’s gaze never waver from the center of the small fire and the dark plumes of smoke rising from its depths. Sawyer imagined the wheels of his recorder spinning impotently as he struggled to think of a good way to break the silence and begin the interview. He finally settled on a bit of not so subtle ass-kissing.


  “I want to thank you, sir, for allowing me this audience,” Sawyer said.

  The old man sighed deeply, as if he were greatly disappointed, and slowly raised his eyes to meet Sawyer’s. He adjusted himself on the ground where he sat in order to better see Sawyer, but said nothing. He just sat there and stared at him. His features remained cast in deep shadow, but his eyes burned intensely, as if an inferno raged behind them.

  “You people…” John Smith said with a smirk and his deep, resonant voice cracked from lack of use, “…never comfortable with the silence that is; always rushing to fill the void with your… words.” He spat on the ground. “You forget…” and he reached down absentmindedly scratch at an itch near his scrotum. “…that words have their own kind of power and that power is something that should never be taken for granted.” He suddenly threw his hands into the air in exasperation. “And now, even now… words piling up behind your lips like spawning salmon and you give no thought to what it is that I’m saying…”


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Smith.” Sawyer stammered. “I didn’t mean…”

  Smith sighed again as if his patience was already tried and at its end.


  “You traveled so many miles to hear what I have to say, son, and still you talk on.”


  Sawyer opened his mouth to say something else, but when the old man looked at him and cocked an eyebrow, he smiled and closed his mouth. He wasn’t exactly sure how he’d expected this interview to go back when he’d first taken the assignment, but… it certainly wasn’t like this. He’d interviewed more than his share of shamanic holy men over the years back when he was working for a New Age magazine; back when that sort of thing was, well… still a thing. He’d moved on plenty since then, but he still remembered how these guys’ language was always peppered with this kind of existential bullshit. Best to not take it too seriously.


  Smith grinned at Sawyer’s awkward silence. “Do you ever wonder, my boy, why the people you know never seem to be happy? And they’ve been unhappy since before a time they can even remember. And so, as a result, they wander through their lives without purpose…” He scratched at his nuts again and considered his own point. “Because they are unfulfilled; conflicted, and unhappy. They have convinced themselves that the way through life is a path made up of deceit and lies… and ego. And yet… their world remains empty. They consume, and yet, remain unsatisfied. Happiness… to them, and, by extension of that, to you, is but an elusive dream. A dream dreamt up by ad agencies, media, and cinema to fuel a desire that you don’t really feel. More people… with more of their agendas.” He sighed deeply. “How can you ever hope to have a mastery over the world, and yet, still live lives that never feel complete? I’ve heard these people say, ‘Too much is never enough.’ But do they ever ask themselves what exactly that means? Or are they happy just to consume?”


  The old man sat back, looking over at the journalist inquisitively. He narrowed his eyes and looked deeper into Sawyer’s gaze. Then, without looking, he picked up a small carved pipe that had been lying on the ground next to his leg.


  “Well, there are those who think that mankind is…” Sawyer began hesitantly, his words coming out of his mouth in toddler’s steps.


  “No!” the old man interrupted. “What I want to know is… what do you think?”


  Sawyer sat watching the old man in silence for a minute. Outside the tent, a crow called out from the trees overhead. He felt the first drop of sweat drip down the center of his back. Soon, all he could think about was the moisture he felt under his arms, between his legs, and pooling in the crack of his ass. To divert his attention, he quickly replayed in his head the last few things they’d said to one another, trying to figure out what he’d done to set them off on this line of debate.


  Coming up empty, he decided to try another tack.


  “Well, people want a good life. They want to be free from want, from need.” Sawyer answered as he shrugged. “Doesn’t everyone want to be happy?”


  “Happy?” the old man guffawed and he tossed his grinning gaze skyward; like he’d just heard a small child say something especially precocious. “And so, they chase this happiness by, what? Wanting more of it; by drawing more and more things nearer to them?” He scoffed. “What good is a full larder if the owner of it is unable to eat all that he’s collected? The food he’s fought so hard for can only eventually spoil and go rotten, yes? The way to be, as you say, ‘happy,’ if you ask me, is to take only what you can use. Take only that which we absolutely need knowing that anything taken above that will adversely affect the overall whole. Gather the grain and harvest the fruit for each meal; hoarding nothing. To be content with what has been provided. I’ve heard people say, ‘He who dies with the most toys wins.’ What do you think about this statement?”


  His question’s sudden modern context threw him. “Well, again, I think it’s important to be happy…”


  “And yet, here you are, looking for insight into what it means to be human for a periodical destined to be read by people waiting in dentist’s offices and hair parlors. I am not the only one who finds this fact interesting…”


  “I have not come…”


  Smith chuckled to himself as he began to absentmindedly twiddle the pipe between his fingers. “Look, son… we must understand that Life is a kind of circle. Modern man sees the experience as more of a straight line. And it’s that difference that is the source of all of his suffering. See, a circle will always—always—come back unto itself. It’s what makes it a circle.” He made a face like his next words were to be expected. “Only to begin again. Within that circle there are two,” and he held up two fingers, “whirling masses of what we’ll call energy. In the East, they call them ‘the Yin’ and ‘the Yang.’ You know that. Movies… might call it a Force. But in nature, you will always find The Two; earth and sky, fire and water, light and dark, the physical and the spiritual; each component being lost without the other, each piece completing and complementing the other.” He sat back and smiled, clearly pleased with himself. “Balance.


  “Also…” he looked up excitedly, “Our bodies are made up of these two equal sides; two eyes, two ears, two arms, two legs. We are very much symmetrical.” He raised his pipe to his lips and puffed on it to get the embers burning again. “Can you think of anything else where two things complement or equalize the other so perfectly?”


  Sawyer pondered the question for a minute, wanting to get at least this point correct.


  “Uh,” and he paused hoping to show that he’d given his answer some thought. “A scale?”


  “Ah-ha!” Smith clapped his hands wildly. “There is a brain in there, after all. I knew we’d find one if we gave it enough time. A scale, yes. Correct.” He blew out a plume of smoke and the cloud smelled rich and aromatic and only slightly like weed. “A scale, yes… A scale that must have equality on both of its sides in order for it to give a balanced interpretation of a thing.”


  Sawyer slightly adjusted his position on the ground, stretching his legs out in front of him to shake the tingles out of them as he clandestinely checked on his tape machine. He was relieved when he saw the little wheels spinning along happily.


  “Lives must remain in balance or else that is when ‘ease’ becomes ‘disease.’” Smith continued. “Do you see? The problems that we encounter in this life, more often than not, stem from the fact that our lives have fallen out of this balance. So, these people… in an attempt to put their lives back into balance, what do they do? They look outside themselves for some much-needed ballast. They work harder so that they might accumulate more ‘things.’ They eat more food. They have sex with more and more people. They work themselves to death to accrue more money; look for satisfaction in things that are external to themselves… instead of doing the necessary thing—the difficult thing—and that is to look honestly inward. I believe psychologists call it The Hedonic Treadmill.” He leaned back and grinned. “And that, my friend, that looking inward… is such a tough thing to do; to honestly look at your reflection in the mirror—to slay one’s past—and be truthful with yourself about who—and what—you are. To say, ‘I am weak’ or ‘I am ignoble’ and to know that that is truly ok.”


  “Why is it okay?” Sawyer asked.


  Smith smiled even broader.


  “Because it is, at the very least, an honest place for us to start.”


  “To start what?”


  “Why… the work of becoming Human, of course,” Smith said laughing and his tone echoed brightly in the tent. “Someone once said, ‘The keys to the universe lie within the confines of one’s own soul.’ But those words imply a certain amount of work—of not only finding those keys, but in using them—so, they naturally fall on deaf ears. Why? Because humans are inherently lazy. And so, they tend to latch onto whatever philosophy is the current trend; which is, if I’m not mistaken, exactly what brings you here to see me today.”


  Before Sawyer could respond, Smith plowed ahead with his next thought. Clearly, in his mind at least, the point had been made and the matter had therefore been settled. His demeanor subtly let the journalist know that, in his mind at least, the interview had officially begun.


  “But our thoughts have always been as they are now. One need only peruse the world’s history to see both the example and the unfortunate end result. In the past though, we who thought differently were called ‘unrealistic,’ ‘heathens,’ or ‘hippies.’ But, there was a lot of wisdom in what they were saying then, and there is a lot of wisdom in what they are saying now. It’s only now that the ‘civilized’ world has come up empty in their pursuits that they come to try and find a respite from their old way of thinking.”


  “There are those who might say that the modern man’s way is superior; hence its prevalence in the world.”


  The old man laughed and, once again, slowly drew from his pipe.


  “Those who would say such a thing are deluded and blinded by both their egos and their own self-importance.” He thought for a moment, considering the proposition a bit more, attacking the conundrum from all of its angles. Then, he pointed at Sawyer with his index finger. “And if this position you speak of is so superior, why does your world teeter on the brink of its own self-destruction on what seems to be a daily basis?”


  Smith sat more erect and tossed his long braids back over his shoulder with a jerk of his head. When he had resettled himself, he continued. “I mean… think. You seem like a smart lad. Why are so many then so out of tune with the refrain of Heaven and the Earth? Your culture… your civilization has done little else but strip-mine all that this land has (and had) to offer. They have left little behind but a barren landscape.” He stared deeply into Sawyer’s eyes. “Is this the superiority of which you speak?”

  “Well, I don’t think that’s exactly fair. I mean, look at the advances we’ve made in science, in medicine. Ya know…” Sawyer said sarcastically, “We put a man on the moon.”


  The old man laughed, but not at the joke.


  “Advances?” Smith scoffed. “You have harvested a tree and held a toothpick to the light saying ‘Look at the marvel I have made!’ Landfills, toxic waste dumps, poisonous air and water…these are your culture’s legacy to Time and to the Earth.”


  Sawyer shifted in the dirt, suddenly annoyed by the specious attack. He’d come here to essentially write a puff piece on the guy, gin up some traffic for Lore’s site… and maybe even get Smith some additional press. But now, here he was the target of a tirade on cultural materialism.


  In his frustration, he lashed out with the only thing he had available to him: sarcasm.


  “But you aren’t bitter. Nope… not at all.”


  The old man leaned back and roared with laughter. He gripped his pipe tightly in his hand as he fell forward onto his knuckles in a coughing fit. At one point, Nakoma poked his head into the tent to check that everything was all right. Once he saw that they were fine, he disappeared from view.


  “Despite myself, son,” Smith said once he’d settled down and caught his breath. “I like you. Your heart is true even while your mind remains a bit blind,” he said and reached behind him for a small leather satchel. “I want to show you something; something that may well change your opinion… if not your view on things.”


  Sawyer stared at the old man for a moment. He noticed that, despite his advanced age, his gaze was clear and the whites of his eyes appeared to be as white as paper. The journalist smiled at him, trying to sense any subterfuge. Seeing none, he nodded his agreement.


  “Okay,” he replied.


  Smith rummaged in his bag briefly before pulling out a worn black Velcro wallet. There was a large-nosed man stitched on the front of it with one elongated
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