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Chapter One 

Enfield, 1937 

 

The sounds of the logging camps echoed out through the clear New England air, a 

slight chill in the late September morning.  A strong wind rose and died off with no 

apparent rhythm, and John ran deeper into the forest. 

He’d been running for three days, and he hadn’t heard the dogs since the night 

before. 

But that didn’t mean that they weren’t still looking for him. 

Cops and lynch mobs. 

Neither group gave up.  Especially when they were working together. 

John had no idea how far into the woods he was.  No idea how far away from danger 

he might be, if at all. 

Then again, John hadn’t slept much in the past three days.  Not since he’d killed that 

cop up in West Lebanon. 

John pushed the memory out of his head, working his way steadily through the old 

trees.  He moved around the trunks and up and over other trees which had fallen.  He 

worked against wild roses and over the occasional stream.  His sense of direction was all 

twisted, but that didn’t matter. 

None of that mattered. 

John wanted to live, and if living meant hiding out in the woods like some 

frontiersman out of a Roy Rogers Western, well that’s what he was going to do.  It wasn’t 

his fault that he’d killed that cop with a lucky punch to the temple.  Yeah, you heard 



about that stuff all the time but you never give it any real thought until you actually see 

it happen. 

Well, John saw it happen. 

Stumbling onto what seemed to be an old road John came to a stop, taking in deep 

breaths of air.  He looked around and saw that he was indeed on an old road, the trees 

no more than thirty or forty years old.  Mere babies compared to the trees towering over 

them on either side of the road.  The leaf cover wasn’t nearly as thick as that in the forest 

proper and for the first time since he started running, John could figure out which way 

he was heading. 

John got a rough fix on the sun and realized that the road he was on ran north to 

south. 

He turned to the north and started walking. 

They would all expect him to go south, to where he had come from.  To what was 

familiar to him. 

All the more reason to go north. 

Satisfied with his decision, John turned to face north and started walking. 

  



Chapter Two 

The Hunting Lodge 

 

John had been walking for nearly half an hour or so when he saw the hunting lodge. 

It was a beat up and weather worn place and looked like no one had used it for at 

least twenty years.  The roof was still on it, though, and there was glass on the windows.  

The door looked solid as well.  A little off to the left, John saw a well. 

John came to a stop and looked at the lodge. 

Just because it looked empty didn’t mean that it was, and you sure as hell didn’t 

approach a place without letting it be known that you are coming up to the door. 

John straightened out, took his hands out of his pockets and raised them up high, 

the fingers spread wide so that if there was anyone in there they wouldn’t think that he 

was holding a weapon.  Taking a deep breath and ignoring the new growls of his 

stomach, John called out, “Hello in the lodge!” 

No one answered him. 

No shapes appeared in the windows, the front door didn’t open. 

John took a few steps closer. 

“Hello in the lodge!” he called out again. 

Still nothing. 

Taking a few breaths to steady himself, John put his hands down and walked a little 

closer to the lodge. 

He was only half a dozen feet back now, and he saw that the door was slightly ajar. 

“Hello in the lodge!” he called out one last time, and where there again was no 

response, he walked up to the door and pushed it open. 



The interior of the lodge looked better than he could have hoped for, yet as he 

scanned the interior his heart missed a beat. 

In the far right corner, he saw two yellowed skeletons.  The bones were clad in old 

suits, short black hair clinging to the remnants of the scalps.  Both of the bodies sat on 

the floor, backs to the wall. 

John stepped into the lodge as quietly as he could.  He walked up to where the two 

skeletons sat and squatted down to look at them. 

The one on the left had a bullet hole in his left temple.  The one on the right had a 

bullet hole in his right temple, and the pistol which had done both shots still in its hand. 

The weapon was a small .22 caliber revolver, tiny even in that skeletal hand, but 

obviously big enough to have done the job right. 

Two men in suits.  In a hunting lodge.  A murder-suicide. 

Not what you find in the woods of New Hampshire. 

John stood back up and looked around at the rest of the lodge. 

There was, of course, twenty or so years of dust on everything in sight, but amazingly 

John didn’t see any animal tracks or droppings, even though the skeletons had 

obviously been there for decades.  The lodge also had a table with a pair of benches, a 

couple of sets of bunks, and a few other odds and ends of furniture.  One section of the 

back wall, to the left of the stone chimney and hearth, held shelves and shelves of what 

looked to be canned goods.  There were some stoneware jars on the floor beneath the 

shelves as well. 

To the right of the chimney, between it and the first skeleton, was a tall bookshelf 

absent of books.  What it did have was a several stacks of blankets.  John took two 

blankets down and covered the bodies of the two unknown dead men. 



John finished up, and again his stomach growled loudly. 

He’d had nothing but a few wild onions since running from the camp. 

Walking across the floor of the lodge, small clouds of dust rising with every step that 

he took, John walked to the shelves.  Several of the cans were of Dinty Moore Beef Stew.  

Eagerly he took one down, pulled his penknife out of his back pocket and in a matter of 

minutes had the can open. 

John sat down on the floor, eating quickly but politely.  He didn’t want to 

accidentally waste any food by being a pig. 

When he finished with the can, he wiped his penknife clean on his corduroy pants 

and put it away.  He needed to get wood in for a fire.  He’d had a chill set in the night 

before, and he wanted to chase it out.  Not to mention the fact that it was getting colder 

each night. 

And this might be a good place to stay, John thought. 

He stood up, taking the empty can with him over to the table.  He set the can down.  

John looked around the open room and decided that just inside on the left would be a 

good place to stack some wood.  Some good dry wood that wouldn’t smoke and bring 

attention to the lodge. 

That wouldn’t bring attention to him. 

John walked outside into the bright September sun and smiled.  He started walking 

around the house, finding deadfall and dragging it to the front of the lodge.  He did this 

for a long time until he had a good sized pile.  Sweating slightly, he went over to the well 

and found an old porcelain-lined steel bucket attached to a sturdy rope.  Carefully he 

lowered the bucket into the darkness of the well and when he felt the bucket hit the 

water, he gave it a minute to fill before hauling it back up. 



The water was cold and sweet, and John closed his eyes as he drank it.  When he was 

done, he smiled to himself, untied the bucket and brought the water into the lodge.  

John rearranged the top shelf and put the water on it, covering the pail itself with a tin 

plate. 

After he had finished with the water, John went outside and started breaking off 

branches from the dead fall.  A popping sound echoed off of the trees with each limb 

removed, and then louder again as John broke it down into smaller pieces. 

By the time the sun was nearly on the horizon, John had gotten a couple of days’ 

worth of wood stacked inside.  The last thing he did was find a branch from an evergreen 

tree, which he brought back with him into the house.  It wasn’t the best thing to use, but 

he needed to clean up some of the dust. 

He cleaned up the best that he could, leaving the corner with the two bodies alone for 

the time, and when he finished, he looked through the shelves for matches.  John found 

them in a clay jar and went about building a fire in the chimney.  The dry wood made 

sure that the fire burned clean, just a hint of smoke rising up. 

With the fire burning, John got up and closed the wooden shutters over the windows 

and managed to close and latch the door.  A little bit of light would seep out, and he 

could only hope that being so deep in the woods, it wouldn’t be seen.  John hoped the 

lynch mob wouldn’t go looking for him this night.  At least not as far north as he was. 

John walked over to the covered bodies, took a stack of blankets down from a shelf 

and carried them to the fire.  He spread out two of them on the rough-hewn plank floor 

a few feet from the flames and put the other, still folded, down on top of them.  From the 

pantry shelves he took another can of beef stew, opened it so it wouldn’t burst, and set 

the stew close to the flames. 



Sitting down on the spread out blankets, John took his shoes off for the first time in 

three days.  With a grunt he pulled off each sock, which were desperately in need of 

darning, and rubbed his sore feet.  Dried blood flaked off of the soles and from around 

the edges of his feet, the callouses of years worn off in a trio of hard days. 

The stew in the can started to smell pleasant, the aroma relaxing even as the paper 

wrapper on the can started to blacken.  John reached out and with quick movements 

turned the can around.  In a minute or two he’d be able to eat, and to sleep. 

John smiled at the thought of both and listened to the fire popping. 

  



Chapter Three 

The Dead Speak 

 

A whisper in his ear brought John awake, eyes snapping open.  His heart thundered 

against his ribs as he kept himself perfectly still. 

He listened. 

Beyond the stone walls of the lodge, he heard the wind picking up, small branches 

scuttling across the roof. 

Yet what he had heard was inside. 

And he knew it. 

John had done time in prison and spent more than a few years in work camps.  He 

knew when someone was close.  Especially when they were whispering in your ear. 

His back was to the fire, which threw a soft, steady glow against the front wall.  And 

in that light he could see that there was a pair of men sitting at the table. 

“You’re awake,” one of the men said, his voice harsh and hollow. 

“We were wondering how long you would sleep,” said the second, his voice colder 

and slightly higher than his companion. 

“It is amazing how well murderers can sleep,” the first chuckled. 

John felt his heart stutter for a moment. 

There was no way he could make the door and get out before the two would be on 

him.  Hell, he’d even gone and taken his shoes off.  But how -- 

“You smell of murder,” the first said.  “And it is not offensive.” 

“Not in the least,” the second agreed.  “We are, by trade, murderers ourselves.” 



John, taking a deep breath, sat up.  The two men were bathed in shadow and sat still, 

neither turning their heads towards him. 

“I stink of murder?” John said, his voice hoarse with sleep and fear. 

“Smell of it,” the first corrected.  “Not stink.” 

“We are pleased to welcome one of our own.” 

“Who are you?” John asked.  “This place didn’t look lived in when I came in.” 

The two men laughed.  “It is by no means lived in, our new friend.  Far from it.  You 

are the first living thing to have come in willingly since we ourselves made the journey 

from Kyoto.” 

“What are your names?” John asked, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. 

“I,” said the first one, “am Miramato Tatsuo.” 

“And I,” said the second, “am Miramato Jun.” 

John shook his head.  “You both have the same first name?” 

The two men laughed, the noise seeming to shake the lodge and to pound in John’s 

ears. 

“No, Tatsuo is my first name,” Tatsuo chuckled. 

“Family is far more important than we are,” Jun added, “thus we state our heritage 

first.  We are cousins along our fathers’ line.” 

“I’m John,” John said.  “John Hall.” 

“And you’re a killer,” Jun said. 

“When I need to be,” John said simply.  “And you are too.” 

“Of course,” Tetsuo said. 



John tried to see them but couldn’t quite make out their appearance, or figure out 

why they weren’t moving.  The two men sat as still as statues, and it was making John 

nervous. 

“So,” John said, “did you two kill the other fellows in here?  If you did, it was a neat 

trick.  Looks like a murder-suicide to me.” 

“It was,” Tetsuo said softly.  “It was the last act.” 

“The last act of what?” John asked. 

“The last act of loyal men,” Jun replied. 

“How the hell do you know that they were loyal?” John asked.  “And to who?  I mean, 

how the hell do a couple of guys dressed like that end up in the middle of New 

Hampshire?” 

“War does strange things,” Jun answered. 

“And demands a great sacrifice at times.  You know of war, do you not, John Hall?” 

“A bit,” John admitted.  “Fought with the Legion for a few years out in Arabia.  A 

good place to be when someone wants to put your head in a noose.” 

The two men laughed and said something to one another in a language that John 

couldn’t understand. 

“What was that?” he asked. 

“We appreciate your, what is it?” Jun asked. 

“Gallows humor,” Tetsuo supplied. 

“Yes,” Jun chuckled, “your gallows humor.” 

John grunted.  “Well, anyway, how the hell do you know that those men were loyal?” 

“Because we are those men,” Tetsuo said. 

John went to answer and found that he couldn’t.  He simply couldn’t speak. 



Cautiously he turned and looked at the corner where the bodies were and saw that 

they weren’t there.  The blankets were, but in the dim shadows he could see clearly that 

there were no bodies. 

None. 

His mouth suddenly dry and his bladder suddenly full, John turned back to face the 

table. 

The shapes remained as still as they had throughout the entire conversation. 

I’m going crazy, John thought.  This can’t be happening.  I must still be dreaming. 

But you’re not, Tetsuo said.  We are indeed dead, John Hall.  And we have been 

since your 1906. 

We were charged with a task, Jun said, and with the completion of that task we 

were to kill ourselves.  And so we did. 

Why can I hear you in my head? John asked, fighting back the fear building within 

him. 

You were hearing it before, Tetsuo said. You simply believed that we were 

speaking. 

Sure, John thought.  Sure.  Listen, I need to leave now. 

No, you don’t, Tetsuo said, his voice cold.   

We insist that you stay, Jun nodded.  There are things that we need you to do for 

us.  Things that we are obviously unable to do ourselves. 

Well, John thought, I’d sure like to help, but like I said, I need to go. 

You may need to, but you cannot, Tetsuo said. 

John went to speak again and found blackness sweeping over him. 

  



Chapter Four 

The Task at Hand 

 

John awoke to a chill in the lodge and morning light creeping in around the edges of 

the door and the shutters. 

He sat up, panicking, looking around and seeing that the skeletons were gone from 

the table.  A glance back at the far wall showed that they were -- 

John blinked, rubbed his eyes and shook his head. 

The skeletons were gone. 

The pistol remained, yet that was all. 

John went to stand and realized suddenly that he was naked. 

His clothes were gone.  Nowhere to be seen. 

Even his socks and shoes were gone. 

Panic started to build up in his chest, and he fought it down.  It scrambled up his 

throat, and he bit back a scream of pure terror that sought to escape.  John forced 

himself to sit and wrapped a blanket around him. 

Get it together, he told himself.  Get it together.  Something’s happening, but you 

don’t know what.  Don’t let yourself get out of control. 

Don’t let yourself get out of control. 

John took several deep breaths and focused on something other than his fear. 

He focused on his empty stomach and his dry throat. 

With those two things in mind John stood, keeping the blanket wrapped around him.  

He went to the pail and got himself a drink of water and then spotted a can of beans on 

the shelf below the cans with beef.  By the other tin dishes, he pulled out a spoon and 



found a can opener since his knife seemed to be missing along with everything else that 

he owned. 

Grumbling to himself, John walked back to the fireplace and sat down.  He tried to 

build up a fire one-handed, but he eventually had to settle for wrapping the blanket 

around his waist in order to use both hands.  After a few minutes managed to get a fire 

going from the embers and soon he had the beans open and warmed by the flames. 

Within half an hour, John had eaten his breakfast, had another drink of water, and 

realized that there was absolutely nothing for him to do.  Not a thing.  He couldn’t go 

outside and gather wood.  Not naked as a newborn baby. 

He rubbed at the growth of hair on his face and wished that he could shave. 

Wished that he could take a bath even. 

But I can’t even leave this place, John thought angrily. 

It was too cold to wander outside with just a blanket, not to mention that he’d cut his 

feet to ribbons on the forest floor.  And even if he did manage to make it back to a road 

he’d get pinched for putting that cop in the ground. 

No, he was definitely in a bad place. 

And all he could do is wait. 

So that’s what John did. 

He waited. 

He kept the fire going steadily and remained where he was, sitting on the blankets in 

front of the fire.  Occasionally he fell asleep and would wake with the shadows in 

different parts of the room.  Eventually, it was time to eat again, and he ate a second can 

of beans. 



John stretched out on the blankets and looked up at the rafters, wishing that he had 

some tobacco.  Any type of tobacco he’d be happy with. 

Yawning, John closed his eyes, thinking about how nice it would be to roll a cigarette 

and smoke it. 

When John opened his eyes, it was hours later, and the sun had set. 

Are you not too cold? Tetsuo asked, his voice sliding easily into John’s thoughts. 

John didn’t bother sitting up.  He looked into the darkness.  You took my clothes, 

John replied. 

We couldn’t have you leaving, Jun said, you’re essential to us.   

John shook his head.  I just want my clothes back. 

Not yet, Tetsuo said.  We need your help. 

So if I help you, I get my clothes back? John asked. 

Yes, Tetsuo said. 

What do you want me to do? 

You need to burn our bones, Jun said.   

Why the hell do I need to burn your bones? 

Our religion, Jun continued, is not like yours.  We must have our bones burnt. 

And that’s it? John asked. 

That is it, Tetsuo agreed.  Nothing more than burning our bones for us. 

And I have to do it naked? 

Yes. 

Fine, John said.  How do I burn your damned bones? 

The two dead men laughed. 

Sit up, John Hall, Tetsuo said, sit up and look behind you. 



Reluctantly John did so. 

One of the blankets that he had used to cover the men’s bodies with was spread out 

on the floor behind him.  Upon the blanket, there were two neat piles of bones, the 

ribcages serving as containers for the smaller bones while a skull sat atop each chest. 

Build up the fire in the hearth, John Hall, Jun said.  Lay out a firm base of wood 

and set our bones upon them. 

They will burn easily, Tetsuo added.  Our bones are old.  Our bones are brittle.  

They will burn, and our essences will be freed. 

Fine, John thought angrily.  Fine. 

He got up, leaving the blanket he’d been using to cover up with, and went to the 

wood pile.  As quickly as he could, he started building a base in the fireplace.  John put 

in as many pieces of wood as he could, not quite sure how much was going to be needed 

to burn the bones down to nothing. 

With each piece of wood, he put in John started to realize how big the fireplace was 

until he took a step back and noticed that the entire hearth had gotten bigger.  It had 

spread out to nearly six feet in length and at least four in height.  The rest of the lodge 

seemed to remain the same, the sides twisting and bowing in a way that made his head 

spin. 

Rest easy, John Hall, Tetsuo said, this is how it is supposed to be.  We must burn 

together. 

Whatever you boys say, John thought.  He put a few more pieces of wood on the pyre 

and then stood up.  He picked up the first set of bones, carefully balancing the skull, and 

put them down inside of the hearth.  John turned and went back to the second set of 

bones and repeated the process. 



The flames spread slowly out from the center of the pyre, from where he had built it 

upon the embers of the morning’s flame.  Minutes passed, and the flames grew. 

A long, happy sigh seemed to slip out of the hearth as the bones started to give off a 

pale, almost pure white smoke. 

John sat down on the blankets in front of the fire, wrapped one around himself and 

watched.  After a moment he asked, Where are my clothes? 

Just another minute more, Jun said languidly, and your clothes will be provided to 

you. 

We wish to make sure that the bones are burning properly, Tetsuo added.  Be 

patient, John Hall. 

I don’t see as how I’ve much of a choice, John thought grumpily. 

The two voices chuckled, and John continued to wait. 

It wasn’t too long until the bones burst into bright green flames, sparks ricocheting 

off of the stones of the chimney. 

John cursed, leaning back, and then the two pillars of smoke rising up from the 

bundled bones shot out into the lodge.  John fell onto his back and watched, fascinated 

as the pillars raced one another, twisting around the upper beams and coursing along 

the walls.  The joyous laughter of the two cousins ripped through John’s thoughts and 

made him wince, closing his eyes against the pain. 

Sitting back up again John shook his head.  Yeah, he thought, this is great guys.  I’m 

happy for both of you.  Now, do you think that maybe you could tell me where my 

clothes are? 

The twin pillars of smoke drifted up to the roof beams once more.  They hovered 

there for a moment. 



Yes, Tetsuo said, yes, your clothes, John Hall. You need your clothes. 

I do, John agreed.  And the sooner, the better. 

And suddenly the two pillars of smoke came barreling down towards him.  They 

wrapped around him, slamming him to the floor.  John grunted and suddenly he was 

choking, the smoke pushing into his nose and mouth.  John started to vomit, but that 

too was pushed back, and his vision flickered in and out of focus. 

John rolled onto his side, his body convulsing as he struggled for breath.  His mind 

swam, and he couldn’t focus, he couldn’t get his body to listen to him.   

Calm yourself, John Hall, Jun said.  We need you.  We need you so that we may 

leave here. 

Get out! John snarled, clawing at his throat.  Get out! 

The two men laughed, and suddenly John found that he could breathe, but it was of 

little comfort. 

The cousins were in his head. 

They were inside of him.  He could feel both of them pushing at him, trying to shove 

him into a back corner.  He could feel his hands refusing to respond to his commands.  

His legs wouldn’t obey, and John couldn’t get to his feet. 

Stop fighting! Tetsuo yelled, and John felt physical pain in his head.  His vision went 

black, and he twisted around, one leg lashing out. 

A heartbeat later, John felt his right foot land in the embers, and Jun screamed in his 

head. 

Don’t damage the flesh! Tetsuo shouted. 

John, still blind, managed to roll onto his stomach and tried to crawl away.  Within 

his head, it felt as though fists were slamming into the bone.  Something twisted his 



stomach and pulled.  Sharp, searing pain erupted in his balls, and he vomited on the 

floor. 

Stop fighting us! Tetsuo demanded.  Stop fighting us, you worthless cur! 

We’ve been here for decades, and you will take us outside! Jun snarled.  We will be 

free, and your life will be ours. 

Pain exploded in John’s back and legs, dragging a scream out of his throat and 

forcing him to stop.  Again he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move forward.  He felt the two 

distinct personalities of the cousins ripping at his mind, trying to tear the tenuous 

control that he had over his own body away from him. 

But John fought. 

John fought as he had fought everyone and everything his whole life, with a pure and 

vicious anger that sent one of the things in his head reeling. 

Still unable to see, John got to his hands and knees and started to crawl forward 

again.  But the cousins were back, the force of their internal blows knocking John onto 

his side.  They were screaming at him in a language he couldn’t understand, but the rage 

and hate which accompanied the words John could fully appreciate and it made him 

smile. 

With a scream of his own John managed to roll back onto his stomach.  He wormed 

his way forward, the rough floor scratching him repeatedly.  Soon his body was slick 

with blood, and he found himself moving quicker.  In spite of his new blindness John 

continued across the floor, hands outstretched and seeking for something to grasp. 

And the cousins were silent in his head, all of their energy directed towards stopping 

him. 



John could no longer feel the floor beneath his body.  He could no longer hear.  The 

only things that remained his were his hands and he fought desperately to keep control 

of them.  Soon it felt as though someone was kicking him in the base of the spine.  Each 

blow drove him into the floor, slowing him down for a moment, yet John still sought the 

way out.  He still needed to escape, if only to die while still being the master of his own 

flesh. 

His own anger pushed him forward, his fingers outstretched.  John hoped to find the 

door to find the -- 

The fingers of his right hand touched something cold with a crosshatched grip. 

John grasped it and pulled it in close. 

No! Tetsuo screamed, shaking the very core of John’s being.  No! 

And John felt himself in a vicious fight for control of his hands.  Each of the cousins 

tore at his mind.  Each one of them beat upon him, and he felt as though he were a boy 

again, being beaten for stealing.  Being beaten for lying. 

As each blow landed in his mind, each blow increased his anger.  Each built up his 

resolve, and John was able to focus on his right hand.  Ever so slowly he started to edge 

the pistol up the floor. 

John screamed again as something seemed to set his genitals on fire, but he knew 

that he had no choice. 

There was no other option left to him, and he would not relent. 

The cousins screamed, long, airless screams that would have shattered John’s 

eardrums if the noise hadn’t been originating in his own head. 



John, pushing through the waves of pain, dragged the pistol up to his chin.  The 

bones in his fingers started to break, and he managed to stifle a scream before putting 

the barrel of the pistol into his mouth. 

A hand seemed to wrap around his heart, squeezing it, trying to force him to stop 

even as a second hand started to choke him. 

John let out a gasp, a last laugh at the attempts of the cousins to stop him.   

With their screams loud and horrific in his ears, John closed his lips around the 

barrel of the gun and pulled the trigger. 

*  *  * 
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