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AFTERMATH

Capri, Italy, July 1901

The procession of elders lasted all day. They arrived singly, passing through the lemon grove and down the cliff stair to a conversation with Tan Hao, the Custodia’s commander. As soon as one elder returned to the grove—grim-faced and silent—and disappeared through the veil, another arrived shortly after.

Sandro knew why they came.

Three weeks earlier, Commander Tan Hao had cancelled the summer Solstice Council. He’d ordered the Custodia’s designated hunters to Dimmuborgir to deal with a threat, and none of them had returned.

The elders arriving at the Custodia base had come to learn what had happened to their clansmen. Though why the commander had chosen to have the same conversation twelve times instead of holding a single meeting Sandro couldn’t tell.

He kept himself busy in the lemon grove, glad for the chance to leave the silent base.

Sandro had come to the Custodia as a boy. He’d spent his life there, studying and training, surrounded by adult hunters from all twelve clans. He was used to bustle and banter, not echoing corridors and empty rooms.

Pietro Lugano, the head of Sandro’s clan, was the last to arrive, his face as grim as those of the men and women who had passed this way before him.

As befitted an advisor to the Christian pope, Pietro Lugano wore severe black with only his linen for contrast. It could have looked ostentatious, but Pietro’s tailor knew his business. The all-black ensemble added gravitas to his tall, ascetic stature—and broadened his shoulders. Carrying a silver-topped ebony cane and using the other hand to secure his hat against the light breeze, Pietro swept past, never once glancing Sandro’s way.

Sandro pictured himself stepping into Pietro’s path and halting his progress. Would the elder acknowledge him then?

It wasn’t likely. Pietro Lugano had decided a hundred years ago that Sandro wasn’t welcome in the Nemi, the Lugano clan’s sacred grove. He’d sent him to Tan Hao, to be raised in the Custodia, and had barely spoken to him since.

Sandro stayed where he was, ignoring the snub. Once Pietro had entered the base, he followed him on silent feet.

There were advantages to having grown up in the Custodia. Sandro knew every nook and cranny of the cliff base. More to the point, he had ways to listen to conversations, especially those held in the main audience hall.

He slipped through a concealed doorway into a low, narrow tunnel, remembering to duck and tuck in his elbows. His younger self had been able to run unimpeded all the way to the alcove at the end where the stonemasons had left a step of rock as a convenient seat. Now he shuffled along, his shoulders brushing the tunnel’s sides.

Years ago, Sandro had brought cushions and a blanket to wrap himself against the chill pervading the base. They were faded now, and crumpled, but Sandro made use of them with a smile on his face. When he’d found the alcove, he’d hoped to learn how and why his parents had died. Instead, he’d spent hours here, watching Custodia politics at work.

Sandro settled into the familiar space and focussed on the faint sounds drifting up from the audience chamber. It had been Tan Hao who’d called off the Solstice Council, Tan Hao who’d deployed the hunters. And Sandro was itching to find out what had happened.

So, it appeared, was Pietro Lugano. Tan Hao was greeting the elder and offering refreshment, but Pietro was in no mood for polite chitchat.

“What happened to the hunters?” he demanded. “I heard rumours that none of them have returned.”

“You heard correctly, Elder. I sent the hunters to the meeting place of the Solstice Council to deal with a threat, and they were lost—all of them—in a landslide.”

“A landslide? They weren’t wiped out by demons?”

“No, Elder. It was a tragic accident that claimed them. They were camped for the night, and the hillside above their camp proved unstable.”

“Then they were not at the site of the Solstice Council,” Pietro pointed out. “There is no hillside there that could bury a camp, Commander.”

That was true. Sandro, hearing the details for the first time, had picked up on the lie as surely as Pietro and was left wondering what prevented Tan Hao from telling the truth.

To his surprise, Pietro didn’t push for a better answer. “Whether accident or malice, every clan now mourns one of its members and the Custodia is short of hunters. How do you propose to deal with this, Commander?”

“I have asked all clan elders to appoint another designated hunter to fulfil their clan’s obligation. This calamity will set us back, but if the clans choose experienced hunters, we won’t be without our defences for too long.”

“Need I remind you that the Lugano are not a warrior clan? We have lost more than our share of hunters in recent years. First, Ricci and Alyssa, and now Sebastian. And with no children born to the clan for far too long, there are only nineteen of us left.”

Sandro stiffened. Pietro doesn’t know you’re listening, he reminded himself. It hurt nevertheless, the way Pietro used his dead parents to bolster his argument, while casually dismissing their son.

Nineteen, indeed. Because the twentieth Lugano hadn’t been allowed into the Nemi in ninety years and belonged to the clan in name only.

“I understand your sentiment, Elder.” Tan Hao spoke through gritted teeth.

Sandro imagined him clenching his fists under the table. Some clan elders riled Tan Hao more than others. And Pietro Lugano wore his wealth, age, and power the better to rub other people’s noses in it.

“Yes, I do understand your sentiment. But out of all the Yuvine clans, yours has the least need to worry. Sandro Lugano is already serving in the Custodia. Why not declare him your designated hunter?”

“Sandro!” Faint noises drifted from the room below, as if the elder had thrown himself back into his chair in disgust. “He is too young.”

“He’s an extremely talented watcher and a skilled hunter,” Tan Hao defended his suggestion. “You sent him to me when he was barely more than a toddler and I trained him to the best of my ability. You didn’t object to him fighting demons at only eighty years old, and you declared him of age when I recommended it, even though most youngsters don’t leave their homes until they’re twice that age. Why should his age matter now when he can fulfil your clan’s obligation?”

“I’ll not have that… boy… represent the Lugano clan.”

Boy wasn’t the term in Pietro’s mind, Sandro was sure of it. He really wanted to know what was.

“That’s unusually short-sighted of you, Elder Pietro.” A new voice joined the conversation.

Sandro reared back and promptly banged his head on the upper edge of the alcove. He had to remember that he was taller now and wider, and that this space had not been designed for grown men to take their ease.

“It really isn’t like you to waste resources,” Gedele Perkhon said.

Sandro wondered how he’d missed her arrival. The leader of the Latvian clan was the second oldest living Yuvine and outranked Pietro Lugano in both age and power.

Sandro looked up to her.

While he’d grown up, alone in a world of adults, she hadn’t just acknowledged him like the other Yuvine elders or ignored him like Pietro. She’d gone out of her way to be kind to him. She’d also taken an active interest in his studies and had occasionally had a hand in his teaching. Even now, she still defended him to his own clan elder.

A thump drew him from his abstraction, and he realised that he’d missed part of the argument.

“I have no hunters to spare.” Resentment flattened Pietro’s voice. “But since Sandro is of age and has the necessary experience, I will accept your council. You may tell him the news.”

If Sandro ever found out what he’d done to make himself so unacceptable to his own clan, could he correct it?

If he corrected it, would the Lugano reclaim him as one of their own?

Would they offer him a home that wasn’t four rooms in a cliffside base, surrounded by hunters who served for a few years before returning to their clans?

Or was he foolish to hope?

“You won’t regret appointing Sandro as your designated hunter,” Gedele said. “I’ve worked with him and found him skilled and diligent. He’ll cover your obligation, even though you’ve given him few reasons for loyalty.”

“I value your council, Elder Gedele, but not on this topic.”

Chairs scraped as Pietro rose and Sandro tuned out the goodbyes. He should return to the grove and see off the head of his clan, but he didn’t feel up to the task.

He’d just been appointed the Lugano clan’s designated hunter.

And Pietro Lugano couldn’t be bothered to tell Sandro himself.

Sandro’s heart beat faster despite Pietro’s casual cruelty. There was prestige in his elevation. Prestige and power. 

If he decided to forsake the Lugano and make a home for himself elsewhere, he’d leave the Lugano clan without a designated hunter. And Pietro, who could barely be brought to acknowledge Sandro’s existence, would have to take note.

It was the kind of leverage he’d never had before. And he owed it to Gedele Perkhon and Tan Hao.
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OBLIGATIONS

Nagano Province, Japan, December 1901

“Raijin-san!”

The call, high with urgency, tore through Raijin’s concentration. He set down the candle and stepped out of the protective circle as the rapid patter of wooden sandals announced his father’s steward. “What is it?”

“Elder Daisuke, Raijin-san. He just arrived.”

“Alone?” Yamakage Daisuke rarely travelled. When he did leave his manor, he arrived in a procession of servants and retainers. Not unannounced, three days after the winter’s first heavy snowfall.

“He only has six men with him,” the steward told him. “And he says that he won’t stay. He just wants to speak to you.”

“Of course he does.” Raijin wished he’d gone into the mountains to practice his new enchantment. Far enough, at any rate, to be out of hailing range. But with his father away on Custodia business, he had no choice but to welcome the elder.

He considered his chalk-smeared hands and dusty boots. “I’m not fit for company. Please offer refreshments to the elder and his men while I make myself presentable.”

“Of course, Raijin-san.” The steward bowed and started back to the manor, Raijin on his heels.

There wasn’t time to bathe or to change his clothes. Raijin washed his hands and face, shook the wrinkles out of his robe and tied back his long hair.

 When he followed his steward into the hall, he kept his face blank even though his robe clung unpleasantly to his sweaty back, just as the hakama stuck to his legs. Rakurai had trained him to ignore discomfort, and Raijin was grateful for those lessons now, because a conversation with Daisuke would demand all his concentration.

“How may I serve you, Elder?”

“You are aware that Tan Hao called all designated hunters to the Custodia for the summer solstice, yes?” Daisuke popped a bite of dango into his mouth and tempered the sweetness with a sip of tea before he wiped his fingers daintily on a napkin.

“Yes.” Raijin bowed his head, a tendril of dread unfurling in his stomach. His father had responded to Tan Hao’s call and hadn’t yet returned. Raijin waited, back straight and face impassive, for Daisuke to come to the point.

“Tan Hao sent the hunters to Iceland where—I’m told—they died in a natural disaster.”

“All of them?” Raijin suddenly found it difficult to breathe.

Daisuke took another sip of tea. “They pitched their camp at the foot of a mountain and a landslide buried them while they slept.”

Raijin didn’t dare reach for his teacup. He kept his hands on his knees while his gaze traced the ribbons of light and shadow across the tabletop. “They found no survivors?” he managed to ask when the pause between them seemed to indicate that Daisuke expected a reply.

“No, no survivors.” Daisuke’s voice was even, his demeanour unruffled, as if he delivered news like this every day.

Raijin couldn’t match his composure. He wanted to pace and ask questions. Instead, he forced himself to sit still and hoped that his face didn’t show more emotion than Daisuke would tolerate.

The idea that his father might never come home again was too big to contemplate.

He wondered why Daisuke had brought the news himself. And why only now, nearly six months after the event? Had he meant not to tell him at all?

The thought snapped Raijin back to the present. “What do you need of me?” he asked.

“The Custodia requires a new contingent of hunters. I want you to replace your father as designated hunter for the Yamakage clan and do so as soon as possible.”

Raijin straightened. “I’ve been waiting for my father’s return to decide on a date. The plan was for me to take up my post in the spring.”

“We cannot wait this long. The Custodia needs hunters. Can you be ready to travel before the winter solstice?”

Raijin didn’t raise his eyes from the gleaming lacquer of the tea table. “I will be ready.”

The hall appeared a long way away and Daisuke’s voice came to him from farther still. Raijin was just aware enough to rise when the clan elder did and to escort him to the exit as befitted a good and attentive host.

“Your father and I had our differences, but he was a supremely skilled hunter. You will honour him by following in his footsteps.”

Raijin bowed.

“Your father asked me to give this to you.” Daisuke pulled a sealed missive from his sleeve and held it out.

His name was inscribed on the front in Rakurai’s hand, and Raijin gripped the letter so hard he creased the paper.

“I’ll take my leave,” Daisuke said. “Make sure you honour our clan.”

Raijin watched him step out into the snowy afternoon, feeling as if all power to move had left him. As if he would stand on the steps of his father’s house until he crumbled to dust. His heart refused to accept that he’d never see Rakurai again, and never again hear his voice.

Daisuke and his retainers were long gone from view when Raijin turned and headed back inside, clutching Rakurai’s letter like a lifeline.

Part of him was desperate to find out what it contained.

Another part of him wanted to forget that it even existed.

He sought refuge in the formal garden that Rakurai had tended with such care. A thick blanket of white hid the gravel swirls and carefully positioned stones. Branches bowed, heavy with snow, and even the stone lanterns looked alien in their frozen finery. The garden lay deadly quiet in the dusk and walking the familiar paths didn’t calm the turmoil in Raijin’s mind.

He couldn’t believe that Rakurai was dead.

Maybe that was the problem. Raijin didn’t believe that Rakurai could pass from his life without a ripple.

His steps sped up, matching his racing thoughts. What if Rakurai wasn’t dead? What if—

The edges of the letter bit into Raijin’s palm.

He stopped walking.

Stared at the mangled missive in his hand.

When had his father found the time to write him a letter? More to the point… when had he had the time to confer with Daisuke? He’d left an hour after receiving Tan Hao’s summons.

The paper burned in his fingers. He tore at the wax seal with unbecoming haste, ripping the parchment in the process. Two sheets of thick, stiff paper slid from the envelope, both covered front and back in Rakurai’s beautiful script. Raijin spared no time to admire his father’s expert brushwork. He flipped the pages, found the beginning… and dropped to the snow after reading the first lines, because his knees had given out.

Tan Hao’s call led me into an ambush, Rakurai had written. I escaped with Tenzen’s help. None of the other hunters survived.

I’d hoped to tell you this in person, but you’ve gone into the hills to train, and I can’t wait for your return. I must confront Yamakage Daisuke about his involvement in this attack before I join Tenzen in the Otherworld to help protect the veil against the onslaught of demons.

You have no doubt noticed the increase in demon activity, and I can only warn you to be careful. The rafeet in particular are growing in number and military cunning. We don’t yet know where they learn their techniques, but please believe me when I say that they’re strong and devastatingly effective.

I do not want to commit my speculations to paper. Your task serving in the Custodia has already become a thousand times harder and I do not want to add to your woes. But I want you to know that you are always in my thoughts.

If you need help, call, and I will answer.

There are many topics I thought to discuss with you once you were older, but now time has run out.

I’ve always been proud of you, Raijin. Proud of your diligence, and the level of skill you have attained at such a young age. I am convinced that you know right from wrong and that you will follow your path with honour and courage.

I cannot see the future, but I hope, deep in my heart, that you can find it in yours to forgive me for leaving like this.

And that, if you need my help, you will call for me.

Rakurai hadn’t stamped the letter as was his custom. Instead, he had signed his name with a flourish so intricate that it could not be copied easily.

The precaution was unnecessary. Raijin had heard Rakurai’s voice in every word and phrase. No one but his father could have written that letter.

Raijin knelt in the snow as night fell over the garden. His father’s letter shocked him more than Daisuke’s emotionless announcement—six months late and with proof of its falsehood following on its heels—that Rakurai was dead.

Relief morphed into anger as the list of questions in his mind grew longer. He’d wondered where the demons came from and why there seemed to be more every year. Now he wondered what connected them to the attempt on his father’s life.

Who had set the ambush? Who had given the order? And who benefited if two worlds fell to an onslaught of rafeet? More urgently, he wanted to know where Rakurai was. That he was safe and well.

His gaze traced back and forth over Rakurai’s promise. It was neither an empty assurance, nor a sop to Rakurai’s conscience. If Raijin needed help, Rakurai would be there. Raijin was sure of it.

When he scrambled to his feet, he was numb with cold and the freezing air burned the moisture on his cheeks.

He wouldn’t wait until the spring to move to the Custodia. He’d go now, before Tan Hao expected him. And once he was there, he’d look for answers.
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CUSTODIA

Capri, Italy, December 1901

Raijin stepped out of the veil and into darkness. Trees rustled in the breeze. The air held a tang of brine and the scent of damp earth. And a low, deep rumble travelled up through the ground.

Sea air and the sound of waves rolling far below him indicated that he had arrived where he’d meant to. But why was it dark when he’d left home at breakfast time?

“You’re Yamakage Raijin, yes? I’ve been waiting for you.”

Raijin spun. A man stood a few steps away, lit from the side by the glow of a small fire. He was dressed in the European style in breeches, riding boots, and a fitted waistcoat over a snowy white shirt with a high collar. He seemed very young, though his jaw showed more shadow than Raijin’s ever would.

Raijin bowed in the manner of the Yamakage rather than let himself stare at the riot of curls tumbling over the man’s collar and onto his shoulders. He had seen pale-haired humans when his father had taken him to Greece. And, of course, the Yuvine from the Latvian clan all had hair nearly as light as his own. But he’d never seen anyone with hair the colour of autumn leaves.

It had to be the glow from the fire, he decided as he straightened.

“I am Raijin,” he said, and then tilted his head, waiting.

“Call me Sandro,” the other man answered, not offering anything more. “Let me put out the fire.” He turned and walked away, leaving Raijin no option but to follow him to a fire pit at the edge of a stand of gnarled trees. Raijin peered up into the canopy of the nearest.

“These are olive trees,” Sandro said. “Further into the grove you’ll find lemons.”

Raijin didn’t question the comment. “Why were you waiting for me?”

Sandro poured earth onto his fire after pulling the glowing logs apart. Moonlight filtered through the trees as the embers died, turning his vibrant hair a darker shade. “I welcome everyone who’s new to the Custodia,” he said. “Would you know how to enter the base or even find the entrance?”

“There are stairs leading down the side of the cliff,” Raijin said.

“So there are. Shall I let you hunt around a sheer cliff in the middle of the night in search of a hidden doorway?”

“You make a good point. Though I hadn’t expected to arrive so late.”

Raijin’s stomach growled and Sandro burst out laughing. The sound wove through the trees and drifted out to sea as if it belonged there, and Raijin found himself unexpectedly charmed.

His father’s words came to mind, the instruction to use his service at the Custodia to learn, meet people, and experience new things. To his consternation he’d almost forgotten about it.

“Don’t laugh,” he admonished, but sent a smile Sandro’s way to show how he meant that. He wasn’t going to admit that he’d stared at his breakfast rather than eaten it.

Fire doused, Sandro lifted a coat from a tree branch and struggled into it. It was long in the back, cut away at the front and made to hug Sandro’s form. It was also unlike any of the suit coats Raijin had brought with him.

As if he’d felt Raijin’s gaze, Sandro turned around. “Will you dress in the European fashion? It’s not a requirement unless you travel in the human realm. In the base, or in the Otherworld, of course, you can wear whatever you like. But in sight of humans we try not to draw attention.”

“I have brought European attire,” Raijin said as he followed Sandro along a narrow path into the grove of trees. “Though I may have to acquire more. My suits look nothing like yours.”

“I’d be delighted to introduce you to my tailor,” Sandro said. “He’s marvellous at designing coats.”

“You seemed to have trouble getting into yours.”

“That’s the way it’s supposed to be.” The tone of Sandro’s voice indicated that he gave this answer often. “They’re called fitted coats for a reason. If I wanted to wear a sack, I’d make it myself.”

“I never considered my robes to resemble a sack,” Raijin said mildly.

“I didn’t mean to insult you.” Sandro hesitated. “Your robes are no doubt comfortable and fit for use. But to the locals you’d look exotic and foreign. And I apologise if I misspoke from ignorance.”

“I am as ignorant about your ways as you are about mine. Shall we agree to speak our minds freely and not take offence?”

Sandro’s laugh really was a beautiful thing. “Yes, please. Let me start by telling you that you’re nothing like your cousins.”

Despite the butterflies in his stomach, and the apprehension about starting a new life in a strange place, Raijin returned Sandro’s smile. “You cannot imagine how relieved I am to hear it.”
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Sandro led the way through the grove, listening for the whisper of Raijin’s footsteps and the swish of his robes.

Despite his unfamiliarity with the terrain and the flowing garments, he moved more quietly than Sandro. It was something he had in common with his cousins, though none of them looked like the Custodia’s newest hunter.

Even when he was startled—and he had been when he’d stepped from the veil into a Capri night—there’d been a timeless elegance about Raijin Yamakage that had stolen Sandro’s breath. Hair like a silver curtain, eyes as dark as the night sky, and dark robes topped by a white coat that reflected the moonlight made for an enticing contrast.

“Your lemon trees look different from those we have at home,” Raijin said suddenly. He’d stepped off the path into the grove and examined the trees by the glow of a tiny light that bloomed in his palm.

“You have lemon trees in Japan?”

“We do. Yuzu, and jabara, which looks more like…” He searched for the term. “Like an early sunset. And amanatsu, which is the same colour, but sweet enough to eat straight from the tree, and sansho, which doesn’t look like these at all.”

Sandro soaked up the foreign terms like a sponge, wishing he could go and see these exotic lemon trees. “Do you grow them?”

Raijin shook his head as the light in his palm went out. “I’ve travelled in the south,” he explained. “And I love food that is… sour… acidic.”

“Your Italian is very good. I’m afraid I’m not at all proficient in your language.”

“My father thought that if I was to serve in Europe, I should be educated in the local languages. I’m not very good yet.”

“You’ll do well enough. Travelling helps.” He led the way to the edge of the cliff. “Watch your footing,” he cautioned, as he started down a flight of steps hewn out of the rock, just wide enough for one man to pass.

“Is this the only way to enter the base?” Raijin wondered.

“There’s a cave at the bottom of the cliff. Deliveries arrive by boat. Everyone who passes through the veil alights in the grove and takes this path.”

The trail widened at the tunnel mouth and Sandro held the door wide. Raijin hesitated. He masked it well enough with a turn of the head and a glance out to sea, but Sandro had seen this reaction from too many Yuvine to know what it hid: A natural reluctance to set foot inside a mountain.

“It’s quite safe,” he assured. “And reasonably comfortable.”

“So I’ve been told.” Raijin crossed the threshold. “Since I’m named for one who serves the mountain, I shall be fine.”

“You’re named for a mountain?”

“All the Yamakage are. Yama means mountain.”

“Oh. You mean your clan is named for a mountain. Do all your names have meaning?”

“Most do, yes.”

He didn’t elaborate and Sandro was suddenly dying to know the meaning of Raijin’s given name. “Each hunter has a suite of rooms.” He took refuge in practical matters, knowing it was too soon to ask such a personal question. “A day room, a room to sleep, and a bathing chamber. The base has a dining hall and a library, as well as space to train and study.” He remembered Raijin’s growling stomach. “Would you wish for food now?”

“I would,” Raijin admitted.

Sandro smiled. “Let me show you your quarters, and then we’ll get food. I warn you, though. It will be quite different from what you are used to. Or, at least, that’s what your cousins were telling me.”


[image: ]



Despite Rakurai’s tales, Raijin had imagined the base to feel like a cave. Following behind Sandro, through corridors and down staircases, made him think that his imaginings were both true and false.

Caves were dark. The cliff base wasn’t. Plaster and whitewash had turned tunnels hewn from rock into corridors resembling those Raijin had seen in hotels in Greece. Oil lamps glowed at every intersection and at intervals along the corridors. And sconces with ornate glass screens lit the many stairs.

What reminded Raijin of mine tunnels and caves, despite all the efforts at lighting and decorating, was the fact that the doorways formed arches and the corridor ceilings curved upwards. The lack of natural light was another giveaway, along with the faint chill that raised goosebumps on his neck.

Sandro opened a door halfway along one corridor and ushered Raijin into a European-style living room. Mostly empty bookshelves lined one wall. Pale green wallpaper printed with lemons decorated the other walls. Two upholstered armchairs that looked too delicate to bear anyone’s weight flanked a sofa such as Raijin had only seen in books. And a small, wooden table, a spindly-legged desk with drawers, and a tall-backed chair completed the furnishings.

Raijin was used to light, airy rooms with few pieces of furniture. This room was… He struggled for words when Sandro saved him the trouble.

“Your bedroom is through here.”

Compared to the day room, the sleeping chamber was austere, with plain plaster walls and a simple, deep green rug covering the floor. It held a bed, a clothes chest, a wardrobe, and another desk. Two oil lamps flanked a tall looking glass, and Raijin had the sudden image of Sandro arranging his neck cloth and struggling into his coat.

“Where does this go?” He pointed to yet another door.

“Oh, this is your bathing chamber.”

Raijin couldn’t resist a peek as memories crowded close. When his father had told him that the hunters serving in the Custodia did not have to leave the mountain, Raijin—much younger then—had immediately focused on the areas that would make that difficult such as bathing, latrines, and food.

Rakurai had spent an evening drawing him images and rifling through his library to find depictions of what he tried to describe. In the end, it had needed the trip to Greece for Raijin to understand western furniture and Western bathing chambers.

“If you need me to explain anything…” Sandro leaned in the doorway, arms and ankles crossed, and Raijin allowed himself a moment to admire the beautiful line of his body. Sandro had green eyes, he saw now, luminous like emeralds. They suited his autumn-leaf hair to perfection.

“I can manage, I think. My father told me about the base. And he took me on a tour of Greece when I was younger. Though I admit that it is all very different from home.”

Sandro looked a little wistful. “I’ve only travelled in Europe and around the Mediterranean Sea,” he admitted. “Now, do you want to unpack, or would you prefer to eat?”

“Isn’t it too late?”

“There is always food.” Sandro turned to the door. “Hunters come and go at all hours. Set times for meals, like you might find in a hotel, are not at all suitable here.”

“I should have thought of that.” Raijin studied the room with its lemon-covered walls and excess furniture and tried to picture his father in such a space. Even when he remembered Rakurai wearing Western dress, he struggled to see him here.

“It’s very different from what you’re used to, isn’t it?”

Shame heated Raijin’s face. “You’re being very hospitable,” he stammered.

“Thank you. But all the hospitality in the world won’t make this place appear familiar on your first night. Like everything, it takes time.”

Sandro’s face showed neither hurt nor mockery, and he spoke like someone who understood how adrift Raijin felt. It made coming to terms with this strange environment a little easier.

The feelings of panic and shame subsided. Raijin held Sandro’s gaze and bowed as he would at home. “Thank you. I’ll do my best to remember.”
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ADVERSARY

Capri, Italy, December 1901

The knock on the door startled Raijin. Europe, he reminded himself. This is Europe. The doors don’t slide, and visitors knock. He cast a glance around the disordered room and sighed.

“I thought adjusting to this would be easier,” he muttered, having found it impossible to sleep.

First, he’d blamed the bed, so much softer than a futon. So much higher off the ground.

When sleep refused to claim him even after he’d moved his pillows and blankets to the floor, he blamed the darkness and the absence of sound. At home, his rooms faced the courtyard. He fell asleep to the rustle of trees and measured the hours by the path of the moon. Stuck inside a mountain, he had no way to tell the time.

The knock came again.

“Please come in.”

“Good morning!” Sandro offered a small bow. “You’ve still got me as your guide this morning. Would you like to share breakfast before meeting with the commander?”

“Do we have time?”

“Yes.” Sandro’s gaze passed over the notebooks and writing set on the desk and didn’t miss the open door to the disordered bedroom, with its blankets and cushions on the floor. “You didn’t sleep well.”

“I did not sleep at all.”

“All the Yuvine coming from the Far East have this problem. The elder of the Tibetan clan believes it is because there is a difference in time between the base and your home.”

Raijin thought about it. “I left my home in the morning, and arrived here in the middle of the night, even though I didn’t tarry in the Otherworld.”

“Then you’ve noticed time variances as well?”

Sandro’s eyes sparkled as he asked, and Raijin allowed himself a proper look at him. He wore breeches and riding boots as he had the previous night, but today his white shirt had ruffles, his vest was a deep forest green, and his coat had been cut from a fabric whose colour matched his hair. The effect was striking and his smile—when Sandro caught him looking—showed that he’d intended to be striking.

“You’re very… colourful,” Raijin observed, hoping he wasn’t being offensive. “When I had my European suits made, the tailor only offered me black, grey, and deep blue cloth.”

Sandro shrugged. “This is informal dress. Not in the very latest style, either, but I like it.”

“So it’s like me wearing…”

“Something to please yourself. I told you, inside the base, we’re informal.” He pulled a watch from his vest pocket and consulted it. “We really should have breakfast before you meet with Commander Tan Hao. That is, if you’re hungry?”

Raijin’s stomach growled in response. “Do I need to wear European clothing?”

“Not if we want a leisurely breakfast. I’m thinking that—with you not being used to our garb—dressing might take a while.”

Raijin pulled the clasp out of his long hair. “You may be right. But I do not want to offend Commander Tan Hao.”

“He won’t be offended by your clothing. He will be offended if you’re late and don’t pay attention to his words.” Sandro grinned. “Don’t worry. He’s not likely to take it out on your hide.”

“Excuse me?”

“I told you he wouldn’t. It’s just…” Sandro led the way out of the room and down the hall. “I grew up in the Custodia. Every adult here had an opinion about how I should be disciplined for my misdemeanours. Commander Tan Hao’s answer involved a bamboo cane.” He mimed a cane hissing through the air and landing with a thwack.

Sandro’s easy acceptance unnerved Raijin. Rakurai had never laid hands on him outside of sparring practice and Raijin couldn’t imagine being disciplined with a beating. “When did they stop?”

“I’m not sure.” Sandro shrugged as if it were nothing. “When I learned to build traps that caught even the most seasoned hunter or when I got too fast for them to catch me.”

“Where are your parents?”

Sandro walked faster. “They died shortly after I was born.”

And his clan hadn’t taken care of him? There was more to this bland statement, but Raijin knew not to ask. “Did you ever catch the commander in one of your traps?” he queried instead.

When Sandro turned his green eyes glittered with mischief. “I reserved
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