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• C H A P T E R  1•

ENTRANCES  
AND EXITS

Stealing the sword was a bad idea. I can’t pretend 

I didn’t realize that at the time. I wasn’t even sup-

posed to know about the thing, let alone sneak up and 

steal it from the attic, where it was carefully concealed in 

the dark under layers of cobwebs and rotting Christmas 

decorations. I was fully aware that if my father found out 

about the sword or about my taking it, he’d pop a blood 

vessel from sheer fury and kill me. Or die. Maybe both. 

If your family’s priceless heirloom is some ugly vase 

or painting, like on Antiques Roadshow, the worst thing 

that can happen if you mess with it is that you’ll smash 

it or ruin the patina or something. My family’s antique 

is a different story. Almost twenty-five inches of curved,  

single-edged steel, designed with a single purpose: to 

kill. You’d probably call it a samurai sword. But its proper 

name is katana. 

And I needed it for my Christmas party costume.
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*   *   *

It was the first day of Christmas vacation, and Jack had 

persuaded me to go with her to get the few final bits 

and pieces she needed for her costume. We should have 

known better. Wailing hordes of desperate last- minute 

holiday shoppers had clogged the public transport 

system like too many bacon cheeseburgers in an artery. 

Considering that I’d gotten about half an hour’s sleep 

the night before, I was not in the mood to fight my way 

through them. But I didn’t have any choice. I couldn’t 

be late. When I crashed through my front door, my  

gaze shot straight to the foot of the staircase, and I 

sagged with relief when I saw that the pile of luggage 

was still there. 

“We seriously needed to run all the way from the 

 station?” Jack asked as she elbowed past me. She dropped 

her bags on the checkered tiles and staggered dramati-

cally into the hall to collapse in one of the chairs that 

sat either side of the phone stand, undoing the buttons 

on her coat as she did. “Didn’t you give your mum a hug 

before you left this morning?”

“Look, I need to reinforce their mission statement, 

OK?” I said, kicking Jack’s shoulder bag out of the way 

and then dropping mine on top of it. “They’re going to 

be in Paris on my birthday, Jack. Paris. Opportunities for 

those kinds of presents don’t fall in my lap every day.”
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“Yeah, right.” Jack gave me a knowing look as she 

leaned her head against the yellow wall, but she didn’t 

say any more. That’s one of the reasons Jack is my best 

friend. She nearly always knows what I’m thinking, but 

she doesn’t always have to prove it. Plus, anyone who 

wears her hair in a two-inch-long bleached-white pixie 

cut with hot-pink and purple streaks in the front is some-

one with serious guts, and I respect guts. I needed them, 

growing up in this house. 

“Mio!”

I turned around just in time to steady myself on the 

banister as I received a hug that would otherwise have 

knocked me flat on my back. 

“You managed to get home in time,” Mum said. “I 

thought I was going to have to leave without saying 

good-bye properly.”

She squeezed me until my ribs creaked. Mum might 

be a puny five feet tall — three inches shorter than me —  

but she is strong. Probably from yanking teeth out of 

people’s jaws all day long. Yep, she’s a dentist. Looking 

at her, with her sweet, young face and her soft waves 

of black hair, you’d never imagine that she was  capable 

of inflicting pain on people for profit. I suppose it’s 

because she doesn’t see it that way; she just wants to 

help people and make them feel better, and she does. It’s  

her thing.
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I leaned into her, breathing in her special mum smell 

as I hugged her back. Just for an eyeblink, the words hov-

ered on my lips: Don’t go without me. I don’t want to be alone 

on my birthday.

“If Mio would just answer her mobile once in a while, 

you wouldn’t have had to be in such a panic,” a voice said 

acidly from the top of the stairs. 

I sucked the pleading words back down my throat as 

I straightened up away from Mum. “Hi, Dad.”

My father is definitely the dentist type. Either that 

or a traffic warden. Some profession where you can take 

pleasure in making other people miserable, anyway. 

“Hello, Mr. Yamato,” Jack chimed in cheerfully. “Sorry 

we didn’t phone. The bus was packed, so we went on the 

Tube, and once we got off, it didn’t seem worth it.”

“It doesn’t matter,” my mum said, letting me go as 

Dad stalked down the stairs. “You got home —”

“With a generous three minutes to spare,” Dad inter-

rupted. “Perhaps I should mark it on my calendar.”

“Takashi, would you stop?” Mum chided. 

He sighed, leaning on the newel post. “Fine, go on.”

Mum turned back to me. “You’re home, which means 

I can ask you if you’re really sure you don’t mind being 

alone on your birthday. Because I’ve got your passport. 

We could try to get you a last-minute ticket.”

Yes, please! But there was no chance in hell of 

my saying it. Not with my dad standing right there, 
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broadcasting doom at me. I knew exactly how much he 

didn’t want me around. Who cares? I don’t want to be around 

him either.

“Um, no offense?” I said. “But trailing behind while 

your parents get all kissy-kissy in the world’s most roman-

tic city is not a teenage daughter’s dream, you know.” 

“Besides, Mimi’s not going to be alone,” Jack broke in. 

“Me and Rachel will make sure she has a great birthday, 

Mrs. Yamato. Promise.”

Mum still didn’t look convinced. Her scrunched-up 

expression reminded me of the gerbil we used to look 

after in nursery school. I know most fifteen-year-old 

girls fight with their mothers nonstop, but my mum is 

just too nice to fight with. Seriously, even my father can’t 

manage it. And none of this was her fault. It was all my 

dad’s idea.

I plastered on my best happy face. “Stop this crazy 

talk, Mum. It’s your second honeymoon — the whole 

point is to be alone with each other. But don’t think I’m 

letting you off easy. You have to buy me amazing pres-

ents. Boots. Hats. Coats. Everything. And then we can 

open them together on Christmas Day and it will be the 

best ever, all right?”

My dad cracked an actual smile at that. Well, he was 

getting his own way, wasn’t he? I caught his eye and 

defiantly raked back the short length of my hair. The 

smile instantly transformed into his usual scowl. He’d 
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barely stopped frowning since I’d gone out two weeks 

before — the same day he broke the news about his 

wonderful second-honeymoon plan — and got my hair, 

which had been nearly as long as Mum’s, cut into a sleek 

graduated bob that just skimmed my chin.

It’s not that he’s one of those guys who think women 

need to be able to sit on their hair. Trust me when I say 

that my father is not traditional. We don’t celebrate any 

Japanese holidays or even eat Japanese food, and the only 

Japanese words I know come from kendo and watching 

anime. Dad’s lack of interest in our heritage used to drive 

Ojiichan — my grandfather — up the wall, and is prob-

ably why Ojiichan was so determined to enroll me in 

kendo. No, what bothers my dad is that I cut my hair 

without asking permission. He’s dead keen on that. Like 

making me beg for his blessing before I’m allowed to 

breathe is going to ensure I ask permission before I run 

off and get pregnant or something. 

“Aiko, we really need to leave now,” Dad said 

brusquely, hefting a couple of bags. “The taxi’s here. 

We’re going to be late.”

“Nag.” Mum’s smile was teasing. “Give your daughter 

a hug and a kiss first. We’re not going to see her for a 

whole week, you know.”

Dad heaved a deep sigh, then put the bags down as if 

the effort was exhausting and walked back toward me. He 

put one arm around my shoulder and tugged me against 
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him in a quick, hard hug. Dad smell, a blend of aftershave 

and wool — entirely different from Mum’s, but somehow 

still comforting even though my dad isn’t — wrapped 

around me. His lips brushed the top of my head. “Take 

care, Midget Gem.”

“I’m not a midget,” I muttered. But next to him I was, 

and probably always would be. Dad’s tall for an Asian 

guy, nearly six feet.

Before I could even decide if I was going to hug 

him back, the taxi’s horn honked outside. Dad let go 

and  hustled my mother toward the door, scooping up 

the bags as he went. Mum dragged the wheelie suitcase  

with her.

“Emergency numbers are in your mobile, spare 

 money’s in the tin in the kitchen, no loud music, no par-

ties, no late nights, do your homework,” Dad chanted as 

Jack and I followed them to where the taxi was waiting. 

“Rachel’s making you dinner upstairs.”

“Bye!” my mum managed to get out before Dad 

climbed in after her and slammed the car door shut.

Jack and I waved as the taxi pulled away from the 

curb, brake lights winking, and then disappeared around 

the corner. I blew out a long breath, running my hand 

through my hair. The shorter length still felt strange, and 

the back of my neck was cold. Really couldn’t wait to get 

away, could he?

Jack let me have a minute and then punched me in 
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the shoulder. “Come on. It’s cold out here, and we’ve got 

a party to get ready for.”

I went up the steps to our house, grabbed our bags, 

snapped off the lights, and then came back outside again, 

slamming the front door behind me. Then we headed 

around the side of the building to the entrance of Jack’s 

flat. Jack, her older sister, Rachel, and their mother, 

Beatrice, live on the top floor of the building that my 

parents own. It’s a three- story Georgian town house, and 

from the outside it looks like a posh doctor’s or dentist’s 

office — which it is. A dentist’s, I mean. The basement 

floor is my parents’ joint practice, which has a separate 

entrance around the side with a little brass plate next to 

it. The two middle floors are where we live. The separate 

flat that used to be my grandfather’s now belongs to Jack 

and her family. It has its own entrance, leading to the old 

servants’ staircase.

Ojiichan bought the building when he came to  London 

in the midseventies to set up his revolutionary  hygienic 

dental surgery. He was actually kind of a celebrity den-

tist back in the day. He did a filling for Laurence Olivier 

once, and that redheaded chick who was in The King 

and I. When Ojiichan died six years ago, Beatrice Luci, 

who is my parents’ head dental nurse and practice man-

ager, was divorcing Rachel and Jack’s dad and struggling 

to find somewhere to live. So my parents offered her the 
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top-floor flat at a cheap rate. That way they didn’t need 

to worry about renting it to strangers or losing their best 

employee. And somehow I gained a best friend in the 

process. 

Not that Jack and I weren’t friendly before that. We’d 

always gone to the same dojo, which was cool. But once 

she moved in, we went to the same school, too — though 

we weren’t in the same class — and we started hanging 

out all the time. I suppose, in a weird way, Jack filled the 

hole that Ojiichan left. Until I gave kendo up a year ago, 

she even used to come to my matches and cheer me on, 

like Ojiichan did. 

“When your parents get back, I’m seriously going to 

start petitioning for an elevator,” Jack panted, wrestling 

with her shopping bags as she went up the stairs ahead 

of me.

“Stop being a drama queen,” I said. I was panting for 

real, but I knew Jack was putting it on. She still goes to 

karate twice a week and has muscles on her muscles. 

“You run up and down these stairs all the time for train-

ing. You like being the fittest girl in school.”

Jack wiggled her backside, in its purple-denim mini-

skirt, in my face. “Why, thank you, cutie.”

“In your dreams, Luci,” I said.

Jack laughed, like I knew she would. I’m not her type. 

We got to the top of the stairs, and Jack pushed open 
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the door to her flat. Immediately the smell of tomato, 

garlic, and melting cheese rushed out and made my 

mouth water.

“Hmm. Lasagna,” I said. I shoved my bag into the 

little closet next to the door, then toed my trainers off 

and put them in, too. Both Rachel and her mum are neat 

freaks, and you don’t just drop your stuff wherever in 

their place. 

Unless you’re Jack. She flung her shoulder bag and 

shopping bags across the room onto the sofa, kicked off 

her ankle boots in opposite directions, and pointed one 

of her short, black-polished fingernails at me. “Don’t even 

think about it, Mimi. You are not coming out with me if 

you have garlic breath.”

“But I haven’t eaten anything since breakfast. I could 

brush my teeth twice,” I offered.

“No. We don’t have time. You haven’t even finished 

your costume yet. We’re in and out, OK? Maybe Rachel’ll 

put some in the fridge for you.”

“You’re heartless.”

“Like that’s news to anyone. Stop whining.”

Rachel poked her head out of the kitchen, a baguette in 

her hand. She pointed it at Jack. Pointing is a  Luci-family 

thing. Beatrice does it, too, only she’s usually holding a 

sharp dental instrument, so it’s considerably scarier.

“Are you bullying Mio again?” Rachel demanded. The 

warm light from the kitchen made her pale brown skin 
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glow, and her long toffee-colored hair — the same color as 

Jack’s before she bleached it — gleam. Jack and Rachel’s 

grandmother was from Barbados, which means they 

both have an amazing year-round golden tan. Unlike me. 

According to the manga I read, if I lived in Japan, my 

naturally pale skin would be totally sexy. Shame it only 

counts as pasty in the U.K.

“No,” Jack said.

“Yes.” I did my pitiful expression. “She won’t let me 

have any dinner.”

Behind trendy square glasses, Rachel narrowed her 

eyes at her sister. “If you’re thinking of developing an 

eating disorder, you’d better know right now that I will 

intervention your ass off, Jacqueline.” Rachel is a gradu-

ate student in psychology. She likes to work that into the 

conversation as often as she can. 

“Oh, save it,” Jack said, yawning for effect. “We’re just 

in a rush, that’s all. We’ve got a party to go to.”

Rachel’s eyes narrowed even more. “Mr. and Mrs. 

Yamato didn’t say anything about a party.”

“It’s all right,” I said, playing good cop. “They do know 

about it. It’s an end-of-term, costume disco thing. And to 

be fair, there’ll probably be stuff to eat there anyway.”

Rachel’s suspicious look eased when she saw my 

smile. I do a very good innocent smile. Beatrice and 

Rachel love it. They think I’m a Sweet Normal Girl and a 

Positive Influence on Goth Rebel Jack. Poor naive ladies.
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“But I cooked,” Rachel said, gesturing with the bread 

again.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize,” I said. The distress in 

my voice was real. Rachel’s lasagna is not to be sacrificed 

lightly. “Could we warm it up later? I’d hate it to go to 

waste.”

“We — eell . . . all right.” Rachel shot Jack a sharp 

look. “But your curfew is still in effect, and if you’re even 

five minutes late, I will call Mother.”

Jack gulped. Beatrice was taking advantage of my 

parents’ trip to enjoy a relaxing week off herself, in a 

pampering spa in Cornwall. She’d left that morning. If 

she had to surface from her hot-mud bath to deal with 

Jack, there would be consequences. The kind that made 

dental treatment look like jolly good fun.

“I’ll make sure we’re home before eleven,” I said, lying 

through my teeth. 

Rachel was squashing in a part-time job around her 

studies, and Jack had told me that her sister had been 

up at five thirty the past three mornings. She would be 

dead to the world by ten; a nuclear bomb blast would just 

make her mutter and pull a pillow over her head. 

“Good.” Rachel started to go into the kitchen, then 

turned back. “Hey, what are you going as?”

“I’m a Fairy Gothmother,” Jack said, striking a pose.

“Somehow I guessed that one,” Rachel said. “I meant 

Mio.”
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“Oh, I’m going as an anime character. Rukia from 

Bleach. I’m going to wear my old kendo uniform.”

Rachel frowned. “Doesn’t that character wear a 

sword?”

“I’ve got my wooden practice one,” I said calmly. 

It was true. I did have it. 

I just wasn’t going to wear it to the party that night. 
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• C H A P T E R  2 •

oNE WHo 
IS HIDDEN

I’ve been having the dream for a long, long time. Since I 

was a kid. It wasn’t often in the beginning: once a year, 

maybe twice. It wasn’t my favorite thing, but it wasn’t —  

I didn’t let it be — a big deal. Not until this last year. 

That’s when the dream got really bad. 

In the six weeks before my sixteenth birthday, I was 

lucky if I could get through a single night without start-

ing upright in the bed, flinging my comforter and pillows 

away as if they were on fire — fighting to get up, get away, 

go, go —

Where?

I’d make it out of the bed, my feet would touch the 

bedroom carpet — and just like that, everything would 

be gone. Gone, as if it had never been in my head to 

begin with. All I had left to show I’d dreamed at all was 
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a face covered in drying tears and a terrible feeling that 

someone needed me. Someone needed me to find them, 

hold on to them, hold on tight —

Who?

I never knew, and that was driving me crazy. I couldn’t 

remember. 

Sleep deprivation does funny things to a person. After 

nearly two months of this, night after night after night, I 

was getting desperate to understand why the dream kept 

coming back and what it was about. I was sure that if I 

could just figure out what I was dreaming, if I just knew 

who I was supposed to find or where I was supposed to 

go, the dream would have to leave me in peace. Right?

But the more I thought, the more I picked at it, the 

more I needed to remember . . . the more I was plagued 

by another memory. That day with my grandfather. That 

last day.

I was nine years old, and it was summer. I was dressed 

in shorts and a T-shirt, and my hair — it was long and 

unruly then — was tied back tightly so it wouldn’t fall in 

my face. The grayish grass in our little postage stamp of 

a yard crunched and shredded under my bare feet, tick-

ling my nose with that perfect school-holiday smell as I 

glided forward into the okuri-ashi, the most basic kendo 

movement. The shadow of the big old mulberry bush 

next to the garage wall fell over me as I shifted across 
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the grass, but the chill was nothing compared with the 

weight of Ojiichan’s eyes. He wouldn’t miss anything. He 

never did. 

I concentrated on keeping the line of my shinai — 

a light wooden practice sword — perfectly straight as 

I repeated the graceful, slow movement again, again, 

again. . . . The last one had to be as perfect as the first, 

even if Ojiichan made me do it twenty times, a hundred 

times. That was the whole point.

“Yame!” my grandfather said. It meant “Stop.”

I lowered the shinai, brought my feet back together, 

and turned to look at him anxiously. He tapped his chin 

with one finger — he was thinking. “Good. Light on your 

feet, controlled, graceful. . . . Better than your father was 

at your age.”

I wrinkled my nose. I was pretty sure Winnie-the-

Pooh would have been better at kendo than my dad. 

Ojiichan saw my expression, and his laughter spilled 

over, rich and golden and sweet, like the honey that my 

mum drizzled on porridge on cold days. His eyes  crinkled 

at the corners, their darkness bright with smiling light. 

He leaped forward in a lightning-fast pounce — not like 

other granddads, with bent backs and wobbly knees —  

careful to fold the shinai out of the way so that it didn’t 

hurt either of us as he lifted me up and hugged me. 

“Good girl,” he whispered into my hair. 

“There you are, Mio!” My father’s deep voice broke 
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into the moment. “I’ve been looking all over the place for 

you.” 

I felt the sigh heave through Ojiichan’s chest as he let 

me slide back down to the ground. Tension rumbled in 

the air above my head, like low thunderclouds waiting 

to burst.

Don’t fight. Please don’t fight.

Before I could say anything, Ojiichan answered: “She 

woke up early, so I made her breakfast and brought her 

out for a little practice. You had only to look through the 

window to find us.”

“It’s nine o’clock on a Saturday morning. Most kids 

would be watching cartoons or, I don’t know, spending 

time with their parents.” My dad’s voice had that funny 

rough note it got only when he was talking to my grand-

father. Like one of the boys from school trying to sound 

all grown up.

“Daddy, you were still in bed. I wanted to practice.” 

I meant my voice to come out strong and calm, like 

Ojiichan’s, but instead it was small and wobbly. 

My father sighed. “Wouldn’t you like a day off once 

in a while? What if we go to see Auntie Fumi today? How 

about that?”

Auntie Fumi made cakes and let me lick the spoon, 

and she had a silly, fluffy dog that loved to chase sticks in 

her big yard. Guilt squirmed in my belly. “But I promised 

Ojiichan.” 

NAMEBLADE_69577_HI_US.indd   17 5/27/14   2:40 PM



18

“Father . . .” That rough, angry note in Daddy’s voice 

was back, louder than before.

“What?” My grandfather cut him off, a little too 

sharply, a little too loudly. It was starting again. 

I wanted to put both hands over my ears. Instead I 

stood still and squeezed my eyes shut, wishing I had the 

shinai back in my hands. If I had my practice blade, I 

would chop and slash at the air, slicing up imaginary 

monsters until I felt tired and calm and peaceful inside.

Why are they always fighting? What am I doing wrong? 

Why do I make them both so angry all the time?

Stop fighting! Stop! STOP IT!

“She is my daughter, not yours,” my father growled. 

“If you keep pushing, we’ll leave. Then you won’t see Mio 

at all. Think about that.” 

The kitchen door slamming made me jump. My 

father was gone and Ojiichan’s head was bent as if he 

was upset, but his eyes were burning. He looked the way 

I’d felt when I scored my first kendo hit — as if he didn’t 

know whether to yell or laugh or maybe even cry. He 

lifted the shinai and tossed it to me. 

My hand shot up to catch it. 

“Zenshin Kotai Okuri-Ashi!”

I responded automatically to the command, my body 

melting into the forms I had practiced every day since 

Ojiichan had signed me up for kendo when I was five. 

A while later, we heard the garage door go up on the 
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other side of the garden wall and then the deep roar of 

the car’s  engine. I waited for the next instruction to come 

from Ojiichan, but he stood perfectly still, his head held 

slightly to one side as if he was listening. I tried to hear 

what he could, but all I could make out were the normal, 

dull London sounds and Mum and Dad’s car getting 

 quieter and quieter.

When the sound of the engine had faded completely, 

Ojiichan sprang to life. “Quickly, Mio. Come with me.”

As I tagged along faithfully behind him, my grand-

father nipped into the empty garage and took a metal 

crowbar out of the box of tools there. Then we went back 

into the house and climbed the stairs to the attic.

I’d never been in there before, because Dad said it 

was dangerous. It didn’t look dangerous. But it was dark, 

and cobwebby, and unpleasantly cold after the bright 

sunshine outside. Ojiichan left me by the door while 

he waded through piles of boxes and broken furniture. 

I stood very still, worried about what creepy-crawlies 

might be on the floorboards — I was still barefoot — and 

rubbed my goose-pimply arms.

“Got it!” he whispered. 

He’d found a tatty old metal box covered in peeling 

white paint. The paint was streaked with dark bubbling 

marks, like burns. Long and thin, probably taller than 

me if it was stood on its end, the box had been shoved out 

of the way into the space under the sloping attic  window. 
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That? That’s what we came all the way up here for?

Ojiichan hauled it out, sending up clouds of dust that 

made him cough and sputter, but that didn’t stop him 

from using the crowbar to bust off the massive padlock 

holding the box closed. The shriek of metal seemed to 

echo around the dim space for hours as he bent to open 

the lid. His tall, lean body went utterly still again for a 

moment. This was a different kind of stillness. I couldn’t 

say how I knew that. I just did.

Finally Ojiichan let out a long sigh. He folded himself 

down in front of the box, turned his head, and beck-

oned to me. All the tension — tension I hadn’t even really 

noticed before — was gone out of his face. Lines smoothed 

away. Eyes lit up not with laughter but with something 

else that I didn’t know the name for. He looked com-

pletely relaxed. Happy. 

“Mio, come here, love. Come and see this.”

I gingerly picked my way toward him, trying to quash 

a disloyal feeling that playing in Auntie Fumi’s garden 

with Benjy would have been way more fun than this. 

I peered over his shoulder. All I could see were layers 

and layers of thin, brittle-looking fabric starting to go 

yellow with age and covered in faded embroidery. The 

embroidered words were Japanese, I thought, although I 

couldn’t read them. What was it? A dress, maybe? Why 

would Ojiichan care about that? 
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“What is it?” My voice, bouncing off the low ceiling, 

sounded too loud.

He reached into the box and folded back the material.

And everything changed. 

Drifting dust turned to gold in the shafts of sun 

coming through the dirty skylight. The air around 

me — the insides of me — filled with a high, musical sing-

ing that made my hair stand on end and my bones hum 

and my veins tingle. I knew exactly what I was looking 

at. A Japanese long sword. 

Katana . . .

“Do you like him?” Ojiichan asked.

I nodded wordlessly, my heart stuttering so fast it was 

hard to breathe.

“Would you like to hold him?”

I nodded again.

Ojiichan lifted the glittering black-and-gold shape out 

of the box. He carefully eased the curving black sheath, 

covered with golden flowers, from the blade. “Careful 

now, Mio. He’s heavy. That’s right, both hands together.”

The sword should have been cold, but it wasn’t. The 

black silk hilt wrappings were warm against my chilled 

palms. Warm as a living thing. 

“Oh,” I sighed. “It’s so . . . It’s . . . beautiful.” Beautiful 

wasn’t the right word. But I didn’t have the right word for 

what it was.
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The singing inside me reached out, and I could feel the 

sword respond to it. The metal started to sing, too, throw-

ing the feeling back to me until my whole body resounded 

with it. Energy pulsed where my hands gripped the hilt —  

pulsed with the same rhythm as my heart.

“He is yours, Mio,” Ojiichan said. 

Mine? 

It felt like the time I’d pushed the spinner at the 

playground too fast and gone flying off, only this time 

instead of landing with a hard, painful bump and skin-

ning my elbows and knees, I kept on flying. Ojiichan put 

a steadying arm around my shoulders, telling me it was 

all right, it was all right, it would pass in a minute, just  

breathe . . . 

“This sword has been in the Yamato family for five 

hundred years,” he said. His voice was barely a whisper, 

even though there was no one to overhear us. “He has 

been passed from one Yamato heir to the next on their 

sixteenth birthday, without fail, for nearly fifteen genera-

tions. This sword is the greatest treasure and the greatest 

burden of our family.”

Treasure? Mum and Dad had taken me to see the 

Crown Jewels once. I would have swapped every pretty, 

glittery jewel in those glass cases for what I held in my 

hands now. But what was so amazing was that I didn’t 

have to. Because this was ours. It belonged to us. To me.

Mine.
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Even with Ojiichan holding me and the tip of the 

blade resting against the edge of the metal box, my 

arms were already trembling. My muscles burned. But  

I could not — would not — let go.

Ojiichan was speaking again: “We don’t know every-

thing about the sword, but we do have some stories that 

were passed down along with him. I will tell you those 

soon. For now, know that he is very powerful. There are 

others — bad people, bad things — who search for him. 

They must never, never find him. It is our honor to keep 

him safe. Our purpose. That is very important. He is the 

One who remembers. The One who endures. The One who is 

hidden. He must always be hidden. You are your father’s 

only child; the Hidden One will be yours when you are 

sixteen years old. Yours to guard and protect.”

Mine!

“You mustn’t tell anyone about the sword,” Ojiichan 

was saying. “And you must never, never touch him — not 

even look at him — unless I am here. Not until you’re six-

teen. Not for any reason. Do you understand? Mio? Look 

at me. Look at me!”

I turned wide, blurry eyes up to him. “I —”

“Promise me on my life, on your mother’s life, on 

your own life.” He cupped my cheek in one of his warm, 

papery cool hands. “Swear to me that you will keep the 

sword hidden, no matter what. You will not come back 

here for him without me. You will never speak of this to 
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your father. If you can keep those promises, the sword 

will be yours when you are sixteen.”

He wouldn’t make me swear unless it was important. 

If it was important, then I had to do what he said. “I —  

I promise.”

Ojiichan never did get to tell me his stories. He never got 

to take me back into the attic again. 

And I had the dream for the first time that night.

There were times when I nearly forgot about that day. 

Bad stuff happened afterward, memories that I wanted to 

forget. It would have been easier to lump it all together 

and just let it fade away. But every time I was in danger 

of forgetting my grandfather’s promise to me, every time 

the memory of our family’s secret treasure was beginning 

to blur and distort with time . . .

The dream would come back.

In these last two months before my sixteenth birth-

day, the dream had tormented and teased me until I felt 

like I was going crazy. The more I struggled to remember, 

the more easily it slipped away. But the dream made me 

remember those other things so clearly. My grandfather. 

His promise to me. The sword . . .

Even though I hadn’t touched it since the day my 

grandfather first showed it to me — not even dared to 

enter the attic on my own, let alone open the box — I still 

wanted it.
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The closer I got to my birthday, the stronger that 

wanting became. 

I knew it didn’t make sense. I was scared of how irra-

tional and how powerful my feelings were. It was just 

some dusty old heirloom. Ojiichan was dead and no one 

else knew about it, or cared. I shouldn’t care. What if I 

marched up there right now? So what? No one would 

notice. I’d look at it for five minutes, then close the box 

and walk away again. It was a sword. Just an old sword. 

Why couldn’t I stop thinking about it?

Why couldn’t I stop remembering that I was nearly 

sixteen and it was supposed to be mine?

When you want something that badly, all the cogs 

in the back of your brain start working together to con-

vince you that it’s OK — sensible, even logical — to take 

it. Then we got invited to Natalie Depaul’s Christmas 

party, and in the middle of arguing with Jack about cos-

tumes, suddenly there it was. The perfect costume, and 

the excuse I needed to do the stupid thing I knew, deep 

down, I really shouldn’t do. 

So that was why, half an hour after leaving Rachel in 

her mum’s kitchen, Jack and I were both in our costumes, 

hair done, makeup on — sneaking upstairs to the attic. 

“You don’t have to come with me,” I said, casting a 

look at Jack’s outfit. It wasn’t exactly designed for  cat bur-

glary. She was wearing a black bustier with fluffy black 

wings strapped over her shoulders, a pink puffball skirt, 
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pink-and-black-stripy tights, and black biker boots. Jack 

never did anything halfway. But at least it meant no one 

was going to be staring at me in my kendogi. Kendogi 

are pretty low-key because they’re designed for ease of 

 movement and comfort and basically consist of a pair 

of ultra-wide-legged pleated trousers — black, in my 

case — and a short, kimono-style top, also black. I’d tied 

a white silk scarf around my waist, and I had my red 

shinai carrier looped over my shoulder. I thought I looked 

pretty good, even if my hair was a little too short to be 

a classic Rukia. Although it was annoying to realize that 

the old uniform still fit me perfectly. Why couldn’t my 

chest have expanded a bit in the last year?

“Don’t worry, Maverick. I got your back.” 

“Oh my God. Jack, Top Gun references are not cool, 

OK?”

“Sez you,” Jack shot back as we reached the top of 

the stairs. “You’re the one who’s going out dressed as an 

anime character.”

“Touché. Now, will you please stay out here? I can 

brush pretty much anything off my costume, but if you 

get dust and gloopy cobwebs on yours, you’re going to 

look less Fairy Gothmother and more Emo Girl.”

“Perish the thought.” Jack leaned against the wall and 

crossed her arms as I eased the squeaky attic door open. 

“Hey, if you’ve still got your shinai, why are you stealing 

this old sword from the attic? You know no one at the 
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party is going to care if you’ve got a real sword or not, 

right?”

I hesitated. Jack didn’t know about the dream. No one 

did. It was too weird. Too . . . personal. Anyway, nothing 

she said was going to make a difference. Not now. 

“First off, it’s not stealing. Ojiichan gave me the 

sword, totally fair and square. Second, it’s beautiful and 

it’s going to make my costume look amazing. And third, 

I just . . .” My voice trailed off.

“Just what?”

“I want it, OK? It’s mine.” I snapped my mouth shut.

Jack’s dark eyebrows went up. “Whoa. Getting a little 

intense there, Mimi.”

Since I couldn’t really defend myself, I settled for stick-

ing my tongue out at her. Then I walked into the attic and 

snapped on the single bare overhead bulb. “Fourth of all, 

shut up and keep watch. I don’t want Rachel snooping 

around.” 

The heavy door groaned shut behind me.

I’d been up in the attic a few times since Ojiichan 

had brought me there, helping Mum fetch decorations or 

furniture. It wasn’t spooky, even if it was dusty. I knew 

what everything was; that twisty shape on the left was a 

hat rack that used to be in the waiting room in the base-

ment, and the gray jumble under the window was my 

crib, filled with old toys that I’d grown out of. I edged 

between the cobwebby leftovers of Yamato family life, 
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drawn unerringly to what looked like an empty space 

in the corner under the window, where the roof sloped 

down.

Cautiously — because despite what I’d said to Jack, 

I didn’t want to spend twenty minutes getting dust off 

me — I crouched and reached out into the shadows, my 

fingers searching, searching . . .

There.

Cold metal, peeling paint. A dangling padlock on a 

jagged broken latch. 

“Got it,” I whispered as I pulled the box out.

Excitement and guilt warred inside me. I took a 

couple of deep breaths, aware that my hands were trem-

bling. One who remembers. One who endures. One who is 

hidden. Ojiichan’s voice rang in my head. Promise me. You 

will never speak of this to your father . . .

Dad’s on the Eurostar by now, I told myself firmly, forc-

ing my shaking fingers to curve around the top of the 

box. You aren’t breaking any promises. He won’t ever know. 

It’s fine. 

I’m practically sixteen. 

I’ve waited six years.

The sword is mine.

I flung the lid back, ignoring the rattle as the broken 

padlock fell to the floor. A tingling, ringing sensation 

thrilled through my body. I plunged my hands inside 
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the box, scrabbling back the layers of stiffly embroidered 

silk. My fingers closed over smooth lacquered wood. 

“Mine . . .” The word sighed out of me.

His saya — the blade sheath — was black lacquer 

inlaid with delicate golden cherry blossoms that drifted 

across the surface as if they’d been scattered there in a 

spring breeze. The grip was black, too. Golden handle 

ornaments — menuki — in the shape of cherry blossoms 

peeked through the intricately folded silk wrappings on 

the hilt. The guard was circular, pierced with the shapes 

of cherry blossoms, as was the hilt cap.

He — Ojiichan had called the sword he — was beauti-

ful. So beautiful. So beautiful. Mine.

For a long, breathless moment I held him between 

my hands as shivers of excitement tightened my skin. 

Then, shaky and tense, I drew the saya from the blade. 

The cutting edge was shining silver, almost too bright 

to look at. Long flame-shaped ripples marked the many 

folds in the metal, shading up to deep black on the mune, 

or blunt edge. Both sides of the katana were marked by a 

long groove. People called it the bloodletting groove, but 

its purpose was to make the sword both light and strong. 

When a warrior struck with perfect precision, he would 

hear three whistles from the blade. One from the cutting 

edge slicing through the air and two from the air moving 

along the grooves.
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I gently laid the saya down and took the katana in a 

proper grip, grasping the hilt in both hands. Under my 

fingers, the sword seemed to breathe in at the same time 

I did: a gentle shudder of life. Just as before, I could feel 

the sword responding to me, reaching out to me with its 

own singing. The grip heated against my skin until it was 

the same temperature as my hands.

Mine. Mine from now on. No matter what. 

Mine.

The singing notes intertwined. Every particle of my 

body seemed to be vibrating — resounding at some per-

fect pitch that made me light up, made the air around 

me shift and glow like a heat haze shimmering off the 

pavement on a hot day. The sword was almost buzzing 

in my grasp now. Something broke, rushing and surging 

around me — a wave of energy that blew my hair into my 

face, tugged at my clothes. I gasped for breath.

The lightbulb overhead shattered with a shrill tinkle 

of falling glass, plunging the room into darkness. 
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