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Chapter 1: Ancestors
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A man of habit and a retired owner of a dry cleaner business, Henry Tanaka relaxed in his overstuffed chair, reading the Seattle evening paper before supper as he had done for more than thirty years. 

A cup of Gyokuro tea sat on the side table near his elbow. It had been his tea of choice all his life and was now a part of his evening routine, which he maintained even in retirement, now going on ten years. He was a man of tradition.

Their modest two-bedroom home on Beacon Hill, overlooking downtown Seattle, had been the family home since 1910 when the Tanakas emigrated from Japan to the United States.

Henry shook his head and muttered as he read the newspaper, "The city's government is useless."

"Henry? Do you need something?" 

Aki, his wife, prepared dinner in the kitchen as their visiting sixteen-year-old granddaughter, Cindy, listened to music and painted her toenails black. Her leg was thrown carelessly over the arm of an easy chair. She was the daughter of Henry and Aki’s eldest son, Henry Jr.

"No, Aki. I was commenting on a news story." 

Aki's acute bat-like hearing always amazed Henry. He covertly looked at Cindy over the top of his paper, worrying about the black polish getting on the furniture and not understanding why anyone would want black nails. He loved his family but didn't understand the youth these days. Sometimes, he felt so ancient, so out of touch. It was as if his granddaughter had come from another planet. Times had changed, and he understood that it had to be, but he was not convinced that it was always for the best.

The doorbell rang. Henry looked at the clock on the wall above the sofa, just past five-thirty. He wasn't expecting anyone and assumed it was a canvasser or political organizer.

Cindy looked up. "Do you want me to get that, Grandfather?"

"No, I'll get it." 

He folded and set his paper on the end table. He walked to the front door, thinking that Cindy could hear more than her music when she wanted to. However, he didn't know how that could be when he could overhear the racket leaking from her earbuds ten feet away.

As he turned the deadbolt and the doorknob to see who was at their door, it burst open with such force that Henry was thrown backward, losing his balance. His head struck the narrow, black-lacquered table holding the ikebana that Aki had meticulously arranged.

The flowers and some of the small stones that anchored them in the vase went flying. Part of the destroyed arrangement followed Henry to the floor. Henry’s hand instinctively reached for the back of his head where he’d struck the table. Looking at his hand, he was relieved to see no blood. The old Samurai sword sitting toward the back of the display danced in its stand but remained in place on the table.

Three men rushed past Henry, slamming the door closed behind them. The last one through the door locked the deadbolt and grabbed Henry by the shoulder, pulling him to his feet. He shoved Henry into the living room, pushing him down on the couch.

Cindy rose from her chair. "What the..."

"Sit down, bitch!" snarled the skinny man with red hair.

Cindy sat slowly, removing her earbuds and growing angry but helpless. She looked at the three men. Red hair appeared to be the leader or the boss. One man was shorter and stockier than the others, reminding her of a fireplug. The third man, tall and gaunt like a prison camp refugee and sporting tattoo sleeves, looked like he wanted to hurt someone.

Aki, drawn from the kitchen by the noise, walked into the living room, looking confused. Fireplug grabbed her by her hair and shoved her toward the couch.

"Sit your ass down, grandma!"

She stumbled and sat down near Henry, stifling a cry with her hand. Her eyes were wide with fear and confusion, and she looked at Henry for some assurance; he reached out and put a hand on her knee as assurance.

The red-haired man glared at Henry. "Who else is here, Slant?"

"No one, only us." Henry tried to calm the situation and hoped that treating this man respectfully might help. 

"Please do not hurt us. You can have anything you want. I only have a little money in the house, but..." 

Henry searched the leader's face for any sign of compassion but found none.

Refugee-man grinned salaciously at Cindy. "Anything we want? I might take you up on that offer, old man."

"Shut up!" Red hissed. "We don't got time for that kind of shit! We got more important business to take care of."

Henry looked at the three men. They had cut their hair close to the scalp, reminding him of the Japanese soldiers in World War II. But these men were not Japanese and were undoubtedly devoid of honor. Red and the refugee wore jeans and tee shirts with cutoff sleeves, proudly displaying their tattoos, which Henry saw included variations on the Nazi swastika.

The Fireplug wore camouflage pants and an unaltered tee shirt with no visible tattoos. They all wore combat-style boots, each carrying a pistol and a sheathed hunting knife hanging from their belts. Red's face, deeply pocked, reminded Henry of craters on the moon.

Red stepped toward Henry. 

"You fucking gooks come to our country and work for half the wages that white people need to live. You gather together like fucking rats and eat dogs and shit no one should eat. You breed like fucking rabbits and then buy our dying businesses from real Americans, white Americans, who can't compete with your cheap shit! News flash, gook! This here place is America, not fucking China!"

His reddening face with eyes bulging in hate was less than an inch from Henry. Henry's anger intensified. The spittle-mist spewing from the man's mouth landed on Henry's face, spotting his glasses. Henry took a deep breath, trying to compose himself.

"We are not Chinese; we are Japanese," Henry stated in what he hoped was not a reprimanding voice. Henry was both scared and pissed off; pride made him want to clarify their mistake while showing respect to this man.

"I don't fucking care what chink motherfucking country you come from, slant! You don't belong here! I'm going to send your sorry ass to slant hell!" The knuckles on the man's flexing right hand, resting on the pistol grip, turned white from the pressure.

"What we gonna do with them?" 

Fireplug posed his question in the way a hunter might ask about disposing of dead animals, or someone might wonder what to order for dinner.

"We kill the fuckers, dipshit! Then we skin their asses and nail their stinking yellow hides to the front of the house so the rest of the slants, spics, and niggers will get our message. This is America, not fucking China, Mexico, or Africa."

A horrified gasp escaped from Aki's lips at the viciousness of Red's talk. Cindy stared at the men with a look of disgust mixed with fear and anger. Henry looked at Red. Since World War II, he had not experienced this level of racial hatred, except when his entire family was sent to the Camps in Montana. Aki buried her face in her hands, wanting to make these men disappear. Cindy's eyes glistened with tears.

Henry weighed his options, which were close to zero. He knew martial arts, but at 70, he was no match for three younger men who were armed.

The refugee moved toward Cindy. 

"Before we do this one, I want to have a little fun." Jerking Cindy from her chair, he put his forearm across her throat and pulled her head to his chest. That move caused the gun he had taken from its holster to point at the wall. His other hand, without the weapon, cupped one of her breasts.

Cindy cried out faintly as Henry tensed in his chair and rehearsed how he might overtake the man.

"Don't be stupid, you old fuck!" Refugee stared at Henry. 

"You are going to feel a real American cock in you before you go nighty-night, bitch," he hissed into Cindy's ear, sticking his tongue in her ear as she struggled to get free.

"Please, stop!" Aki cried out. She partially rose from the couch, but Fireplug grabbed her by the hair again and violently slammed her back down.

"Make it fast," Red ordered. "We've got to hit and move fast before the neighbors hear this shit and call the cops."

Refugee dragged an increasingly panicked and resisting Cindy toward a back bedroom as she squirmed to get free. He took his arm from her throat to pistol-whip her into submission but was stopped by an odd sound somewhere nearby.

In the silence that hung over them, everyone heard a rustling sound like clothes flapping in the wind, followed by a swooshing noise of an object rushing through the air. The three men froze where they were and looked at each other. They looked for the sound source but found nothing. There followed a flash of light reflecting from a shiny surface, and everyone heard a thud. Refugee-man slumped to the floor, blood staining the carpet beside his open neck, his head lying a short distance from his feet.

Red stepped toward where the other man had fallen and quickly stopped. 

"What the... Jesus Christ! His fucking head has been cut off!"

Fireplug panicked as his eyes widened with fear. 

"That's fucking impossible! No one touched him! How the hell can... Jesus Christ, Bob, let's get the fuck out of here!"

"No names, goddammit! His head... it's...." 

Looking momentarily confused, Red glanced at Fireplug. He stood up and moved menacingly toward Henry.

Cindy had collapsed back into the chair after the man let go, her ashen and blood-spattered face grimacing in pain and her clothes drenched in blood.

"What the fuck is going on here, old man?" Red struggled to control the situation.

"It might be my grandfather," Henry replied with a note of confidence in his voice.

Cindy looked at her grandfather. He was always going on about their ancestors, spirits, ghosts, and shit like that. He continually talked about his grandfather, Toshiro, her great-great-grandfather, a samurai warrior in 19th-century Japan.

The samurai era had passed into Japanese history many years earlier, so Henry's father, Hiroshi, moved the family to America in 1910. There was no future in Japan for a samurai or the son of a samurai. Hiroshi brought his entire family, including the old samurai, Toshiro, who came reluctantly but wanted to keep the family together. Hiroshi bought the house on Beacon Hill with money from selling almost everything they had back in Japan and money he had saved over the years. Henry was Issei, the firstborn child of the family in the U.S...

When they arrived, they were met with hatred and discrimination as Asians. The way they were treated was an insult to a man of honor like Toshiro. The old samurai had sworn an oath to protect his family from the white devils for eternity. Toshiro died at age eighty-seven, five years after coming to America.

The family had given the old samurai a traditional burial. They washed the body and had a service at a local Buddhist temple, followed by a cremation. During kotsuage, Toshiro’s bones were carefully placed at the bottom of the urn, followed by his ashes. They took the urn home to rest for fifty days before moving it to a mausoleum where they could visit and leave offerings and flowers. They gave him the name Kenji for his trip to the afterlife. Henry had insisted on following Toshiro's Japanese traditions.

Cindy had been told that Toshiro’s oath to protect the family was sacred, but always dismissed it as old country superstition and Japanese bullshit, along with all the ceremonies. Whenever the family gathered around the shrine to honor Toshiro, she became scarce - it was like some voodoo ceremony in her mind. She wasn't so sure now.

"What the hell do you mean, your grandfather?" 

Red, sweating heavily now, looked around the living room, his fingers flexing and on the butt of his unholstered pistol.

"You said no one else was here, you fucker! Your grandfather? You're like a hundred fucking years old, you crazy old bastard! That would make your grandpa like two hundred fucking years old! He can't be alive! What kind of bullshit are you trying to pull, old man?"

"Toshiro is always with us, in spirit." Henry had become noticeably calm.

The two remaining intruders, Red and the Fireplug looked at each other, but neither was sure what to believe anymore. Fireplug shook visibly, his eyes wide and wild like an antelope in the grip of a cheetah's jaws.

"What the hell do you mean, he's always with you?" Red screamed as the two men moved toward the front door. "There ain't nobody else here but us, goddamnit! What kind of crap are you pulling here? What happened to Darren? This has to be some slant-eyed fucking security system. Where's the control room?" Fireplug remained traumatized.

"Grandfather, actually, my great-great-grandfather, died eighty-three years ago," Cindy volunteered, her voice gaining confidence.

"My grandfather - I mean - we all believe that our ancestors still live among us after they die, or at least their spirits do."

Henry looked at his granddaughter with newfound love and respect. So, she had listened to what he tried to tell her about the spirits.

Red walked over and slapped Cindy. "Bitch!" he snarled. "That's bullshit Jap ghost crap," and walked over to the front door. He turned the doorknob, but it wouldn't open. He tried unlocking the deadbolt, but it was frozen in the locked position. He pulled and swore as he kicked at the door.

Both men moved down the hall to the back of the house, where the back door leading from the kitchen to the back deck was located. As they approached the door, the deadbolt locked itself. Fireplug tried to unlock the door, but the lock wouldn't budge. Panic shone on both men's faces as they returned to the living room.

Fireplug, eyes ablaze with fear, moved toward Cindy. He stepped over their dead friend and pointed his pistol at Cindy's head, then looked at Henry. "You have thirty seconds to tell your grandfather or whoever the fuck locked the fucking doors to unlock them, or I'll blow her brains all over this fucking room."

Henry spoke. "You are a very foolish young man...."

Before Henry could finish his comment, the sound of rustling fabric reached everyone's ears. A split-second flash of reflected light appeared from nowhere, followed by the sound of something cutting through the air. Fireplug's pistol fell to the carpet near his feet, his hand still firmly wrapped around the grip. He screamed in horror and stumbled backward, holding the blood-spurting stump with his opposite hand. He slid down the wall, whimpering, "Oh shit! My hand! He cut off my fucking hand!"

Red's typically ruddy face had turned to deadly white. He looked around, then reached out and grabbed Aki off the sofa, pulling her to him. Her head barely reached his chest as he pushed the barrel of his gun against her temple.

”Whoever you are, or whatever the fuck you are, I'll kill this old cunt if you come near me! I'll fucking kill her... Do you hear me? I'm moving to the front door, and it better be open when I get there, or she dies."

His high-pitched voice revealed that his panic was more potent than his bravado. He sidestepped toward the front door, dragging Aki for a shield. His head swiveled like a small nervous bird feeding on the ground. Red's labored breathing was the only sound in a room that felt like the temperature had dropped twenty degrees.

Henry and Cindy watched the nervous young man trying to salvage the moment and possibly his life. Aki and the rest of the family were calmer now.

Once again, the rustling sound broke the eerie silence. Red's eyes grew wide with fear as the whistling noise reached his ears. He turned in the sound's direction, wildly waving his pistol around. It all ended suddenly, with a sickening crunch. Red's headless body slumped to the floor against the door, releasing Aki as it fell. Blood sprang from his open neck like a beheaded chicken, spraying Aki's back as she moved quickly into Henry's arms.

Red's head came to rest on its right cheek on the carpet. The sightless eyes of the man who had lived just seconds earlier were frozen in death. They seemed fixed on the scattered ikebana flowers beneath Toshiro's shrine.

Cindy bolted from the chair and embraced her grandparents. Henry stepped back and looked at his family to ensure they were all okay.

"We must call the police."

Aki moved to the phone in the kitchen as everyone heard the front and back doors unlock.

"Grandfather, I'm sorry I ever doubted you. I..." Cindy tried to apologize for making fun of the old stories.

"It's okay, granddaughter. We will all thank Grandfather together after the police leave," Henry said.

Cindy and Aki cleaned up the blood after the police had removed the two bodies and sent the wounded man to the hospital, and the crime scene team had left. The cops left, shaking their heads at the story they were told by both the family and the surviving one-handed intruder.

The police dusted the samurai sword for fingerprints and sprayed the blade with Luminol, but it came up empty. It was clean. They knew no one had the time to clean the blade if that was the weapon used to mutilate the intruders. The detective in charge told Henry and the rest of the family not to leave town because they might have more questions. Although, for the life of them, they didn't know what those might be; they just wanted to get the hell out of this house.

Alone once again, nearly ten hours after the home invasion had begun, the family moved to the entry, where the sword rested in its holder. Aki gathered the flowers and stones and cleaned up the water, rearranging the ikebana as best she could. She picked up Toshiro’s photography, wiped it clean, and set it on the table near the sword.

The family gathered around the little shrine behind the front door. Cindy snuggled against her grandfather, her arm around his waist. The morning sun cast light beams on the hastily rebuilt ikebana, causing the sword blade to shine. Incense was lit; Henry and Aki said a prayer, and their eyes went to the old sepia-brown photo of Toshiro in full samurai regalia from back in Japan. The ancient samurai sword he held proudly in the picture sat on its stand below his photo. A drop of blood appeared on the tip as the family gave thanks to his spirit.

The End
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Chapter 2: The Other Side
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Sean Bailey groped around on the nightstand for the snooze button on the clock radio, smacking it. Five minutes later, the damn thing went off again. He hit the off button, squinting with one eye, hissed a curse under his breath, and closed it again. 

He hated Seattle's short winter days when the sun didn't appear until 7:30 am, if it showed up at all through the thick, gray cloud cover. Not only that, but he got up in the dark and came home at night during winter. Spending all day in a bank, he felt like a damn vampire. His wife, Carol, stirred, mumbled unintelligibly, and went back to sleep, pulling the sheet over her head. 

Reluctantly swinging his legs over the side of the bed, his eyes clamped shut to preserve a few more precious seconds of pretend sleep, he located his slippers with his feet and slid them on. Shuffling like Tim Conway's old man routine, he maneuvered to the bathroom. Feeling his way along the dresser and the walls and door jams like a blind person might d0 - it was a game he played in the mornings, only occasionally peeking to make sure he didn't run into something.

He turned on the bathroom tap to warm up the water. Shuffle-stepping sideways to the commode, he braced his pajama-clad shins against the cool porcelain to ensure he was centered correctly. Peeing, with a sigh of resignation, he flushed the john and returned to the sink.

Squinting in the glare of the halogen light from above the mirror, he looked at his reflection. He was pleased by the straight, if currently mussed brown hair, graying ever so slightly at the temples. The skin was still taught on his face. He was holding up pretty damn well, unlike some of the guys at work who didn't take care of themselves. 

He still had a full head of hair and enjoyed going to the gym three days a week after work. He wasn't a vegetarian but generally avoided red meat, preferring fish and chicken instead and only occasionally indulging in a nice steak. Maybe he would try some touch-up hair color on those temples — some of the things they always advertised on TV. 

“Not bad for forty-two,” he muttered as he squeezed a dollop of paste onto his toothbrush.

Recently promoted to vice-president of his bank branch in San Francisco, which included a hefty raise, he felt confident about his future. Maybe he did obsess a bit too much about success and money, but then, didn't everyone? You have to stay focused in this fast-paced and competitive world to have any chance. He rinsed his mouth, washed his face, and lathered up to shave.

He and Carol had agreed to forgo children while they focused on their careers, his at the bank and hers as an analyst at a high-tech company. Now that Carol was approaching forty, and both were secure in their careers, they had decided the time was right and were trying to become pregnant. Everything in life seemed to be going as planned – Sean liked predictability.

Halfway through his shave, he stopped, the razor poised in midair. “Shit!” His exclamation was magnified as it reverberated around the tiled walls. Another man's face had appeared in the mirror beside his! Someone was obviously standing somewhere behind him. 

Sean's heart hammered against his breastbone like a wild beast trapped in a cage. His breath came in short gasps. The thought of an intruder in their house had always been one of his worst nightmares.

Whirling around to confront the intruder, he was met by an empty bathroom. Confused, he looked back at the mirror and saw only his own half-lathered face looking like something from the Phantom of the Opera.

His heart still jackhammering against his ribs, he looked at the shower curtain, where he knew the man must be hiding. He watched for any movement, a shadow, some indication of the intruder within, but saw nothing. 

He grabbed a four-inch nail file from the vanity drawer, an altogether inadequate weapon but all that was available, and cautiously approached the tub. Jerking back the curtain, he raised the file like a scene out of Psycho, but there was no one to attack.

A banging sound exploded in his ears like mortar rounds in a war zone. He leaped backward, stumbling over the toilet before arresting his fall by grabbing the edge of the vanity.

“Sean? Have you got any cotton swabs in there?” 

Jesus! It was Carol. He opened the door, his hand shaking like a palsy victim while trying not to appear as flustered as he felt.

“Why are you up?”

“I have an early meeting today. What about the cotton swabs?”

He extracted a handful from the plastic holder on the counter, dropping several on the trip across the countertop before handing the rest to Carol.

“Are you all right? You look like you've seen a ghost. It sounded through the door like you were remodeling the bathroom.”

“Uh, I'm fine. I just banged my knee on the drawer when you knocked. I was thinking about work. I wasn't expecting you.”

Closing the door on his wife's dubious look, Sean returned to the sink, quickly rechecking the empty shower. His breathing finally returned to normal as he finished shaving, casting furtive glances over his shoulder in the empty mirror.

By the time he had combed his hair, trimmed the trespassing fur tufts from his ears and nose, and departed the bathroom, he had put the bizarre mirror apparition behind him, concluding he wasn't fully awake. His mind was playing tricks on him.

In the back bedroom, where he and his clothes had been relegated after Carol had staked her claim to the large walk-in closet in the master bedroom, he stood in front of the old, mottled, full-length mirror on the back of the door and knotted his tie.
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