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The Green Bone Clans



Along with Their Associates and Enemies


The No Peak Clan


KAUL HILOSHUDON, Pillar


KAUL SHAELINSAN, Weather Man


EMERY ANDEN, a Kaul by adoption


KAUL MAIK WENRUXIAN, wife of Kaul Hilo, a stone-eye


KAUL LANSHINWAN, former Pillar of the clan, elder brother to Hilo and Shae; deceased


KAUL NIKOYAN, son of Kaul Lan, adoptive son of Hilo and Wen


KAUL RULINSHIN, son of Hilo and Wen, a stone-eye


KAUL JAYALUN, daughter of Hilo and Wen


JUEN NURENDO, Horn


JUEN IMRIEJIN, wife of the Horn


JUEN RITTO, JUEN DIN, twin sons of the Horn


MAIK TARMINGU, Pillarman


MAIK KEHNUGO, former Horn; deceased


MAIK SHO LINALIN, Kehn’s widow


MAIK CAMIKO, son of Kehn and Lina


LOTT JINRHU, a Fist of the clan


WOON PAPIDONWA, Weather Man’s Shadow


WOON RO KIYALIN, wife of Woon Papi


HAMI TUMASHON, Rainmaker


HAMI YASUTU, son of Hami Tuma


TERUN BINTONO, a Luckbringer


LUTO TAGUNIN, a Luckbringer


KAUL SENINGTUN, the Torch of Kekon, patriarch of the family; deceased


KAUL DUSHURON, son of Kaul Sen, father of Lan, Hilo, and Shae; deceased


KAUL WAN RIAMASAN, widow of Kaul Du, mother of Lan, Hilo, and Shae


YUN DORUPON, former Weather Man, a traitor; deceased


HARU EYNISHUN, ex-wife of Kaul Lan; deceased


KYANLA, housekeeper of the Kaul estate


SULIMA, housekeeper of the Kaul estate


Other Fists and Fingers


VUAY YUDIJO, First Fist to Juen Nu


IYN ROLUAN, a first-rank Fist


VIN SOLUNU, a first-rank Fist talented in Perception


DUDO, TAKO, personal bodyguards of Kaul Maik Wen


HEJO, TON, SUYO, TOYI, Fists of the clan


KITU, KENJO, SIM, Fingers of the clan


Future Green Bones


MAL GING, student at Kaul Du Academy, classmate of Jaya


NOYU HANATA, student at Kaul Du Academy, classmate of Jaya


NOYU KAINCAU, elder brother of Noyu Hana


EITEN ASHASAN, daughter of a former Fist, heiress to the Cursed Beauty distillery


TEIJE INNO, a distant cousin of the Kaul family


Notable Lantern Men


MR. UNE, proprietor of the Twice Lucky restaurant


MRS. SUGO, proprietor of the Lilac Divine Gentleman’s Club


FUYIN, TINO, EHO, retail industry Lantern Men


The Mountain Clan


AYT MADASHI, Pillar


IWE KALUNDO, Weather Man


NAU SUENZEN, Horn


AYT (KOBEN) ATOSHO, nephew of Ayt Mada


KOBEN YIROVU, head of the Koben family


KOBEN TIN BETTANA, wife of Koben Yiro


KOBEN ASHITIN, a Fist, son of Yiro and Bett


KOBEN OPONYO, a Lantern Man, uncle of Ayt Ato


SANDO KINTANIN, a Fist, cousin of Ayt Ato


ABEN SOROGUN, a first-rank Fist


NIRU VONONU, a junior Fist


GONT ASCHENTU, former Horn of the clan; deceased


VEN SANDOLAN, a former Lantern Man of the clan; deceased


AYT YUGONTIN, the Spear of Kekon, adoptive father to Mada, Im, and Eodo; deceased


AYT IMMINSHO, adopted elder son of Ayt Yu; deceased


AYT EODOYATU, adopted second son of Ayt Yu; deceased


TANKU USHIJAN, former Horn under Ayt Yugontin; deceased


TANKU DINGUMIN, a Fist, son of Tanku Ushijan; deceased


Minor Clans


JIO WASUJO, Pillar of the Six Hands Unity clan


JIO SOMUSEN, Horn of the Six Hands Unity clan


TYNE RETUBIN, Weather Man of the Six Hands Unity clan


SANGUN YENTU, Pillar of the Jo Sun clan


ICHO DANJIN, brother-in-law to Sangun Yen


ICHO TENNSUNO, a Fist from the Jo Sun clan


DURN SOSHUNURO, Pillar of the Black Tail clan


The Clanless Future Movement


BERO, a criminal


GURIHO, founding member of the CFM


OTONYO, founding member of the CFM


TADINO, member of the CFM, bar runner at the Little Persimmon Lounge


EMA, a new member of the CFM


VASTIK EYA MOLOVNI, a nekolva agent from Ygutan


Others in Kekon


JIM SUNTO, a former Navy Angel of the Republic of Espenia


GUIM ENMENO, chancellor of the Royal Council of Kekon, a Mountain loyalist


GENERAL RONU YASUGON, senior military advisor to the Royal Council


CANTO PAN, chairman of the Kekon Jade Alliance


SON TOMARHO, former chancellor of the Royal Council; deceased


REN JIRHUYA, an artist


SIAN KUGO, film producer and co-owner of Cinema Shore


TOH KITARU, news anchor for Kekon National Broadcasting


DANO, a student at Jan Royal University


LULA, a courtesan


DR. TIMO, DR. YON, Green Bone physicians


MASTER AIDO, private trainer in the jade disciplines


GRANDMASTER LE, head instructor at Kaul Dushuron Academy


Representatives of the Espenian Government


GALO, an agent in the ROE Military Intelligence Service


BERGLUND, an agent in the ROE Military Intelligence Service


ARA LONARD, Republic of Espenia ambassador to Kekon


COLONEL JORGEN BASSO, commanding officer at Euman Naval Base


In Espenia


The Kekonese-Espenians


DAUK LOSUNYIN, Pillar of Southtrap


DAUK SANASAN, wife of Dauk Losun, his “Weather Man”


DAUK CORUJON, “Cory,” son of Losun and Sana, a lawyer


DAUK KELISHON, “Kelly,” Cory’s sister, deputy secretary of the Industry Department


SAMMY, KUNO, TOD, Green Bones in Port Massy


REMI JONJUNIN (JON REMI), a Green Bone leader in Resville


MIGU SUNJIKI, a Green Bone leader in Adamont Capita


HASHO BAKUTA, a Green Bone leader in Evenfield


MR. AND MRS. HIAN, former host family to Emery Anden


ROHN TOROGON, the former “Horn” of Southtrap; deceased


DANNY SINJO, an athlete and actor



The Crews



WILLUM “SKINNY” REAMS, Boss of the Southside Crew


JOREN “JO BOY” GASSON, Boss of the Baker Street Crew


RICKART “SHARP RICKY” SLATTER, Boss of the Wormingwood Crew; in prison


BLAISE “THE BULL” KROMNER, former Boss of the Southside Crew; in prison


Others in Espenia


DR. ELAN MARTGEN, senior researcher at Demphey Medical Research Center


RIGLY HOLLIN, partner and vice president of WBH Focus


WALFORD, BERNETT, additional partners of WBH Focus


ART WYLES, CEO of Anorco Global Resources


ASSEMBLYMAN BLAKE SONNEN, chairman of the National Panel on Health


DR. GILSPAR, secretary of the Espenian Physicians Society


Elsewhere


IYILO, jade smuggler, leader of Ti Pasuiga; Uwiwa Islands


GUTTANO, executive at Diamond Light Motion Pictures; Shotar


CHOYULO, a leader of the Faltas barukan gang; Shotar


BATIYO, a member of the Faltas barukan gang; Shotar


SEL LUCANITO, entertainment tycoon, owner of Spectacle One; Marcucuo


FALSTON, an Espenian soldier


HICKS, an Espenian soldier
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Clanless


The Double Double hotel and casino was an unlikely place to incite revolution. It was merely a convenient target because Bero worked there and knew how to get past security. While the city of Janloon shivered at the sudden onset of the coldest, wettest winter in decades, the bright lights and clamor of the gambling floor continued unabated at all hours, pouring money from high rollers and foreign tourists into the coffers of the No Peak clan. That would not be the case today.


At ten minutes to noon, Bero pushed a luggage cart with three suitcases across the casino floor and into an elevator. Three businessmen in the elevator were carrying on a heated conversation. “The Mountain is offering me a tribute rate that’s fifteen percent lower. The Kauls can’t match that,” grumbled a bald man in a blue suit. “Yet they’re still expecting me to compete with the foreign chain stores that are popping up like weeds because of the trade deals they’ve pushed on the country.”


His colleague grimaced. “Would you rather pay tribute to Ayt Mada, though?”


“Ayt’s a power-hungry murderer, but so what? They all are. She did what she had to do, to keep the Mountain clan in line,” said the tanned third businessman. “At least she puts Kekonese interests first, and now that she’s finally named an heir, I think—”


The elevator door, which had begun to close, opened again and two foreigners stepped inside, taking up the remaining space next to Bero’s luggage cart. They were in plainclothes, but they didn’t seem like tourists. The three businessmen stopped talking and eyed the strangers with polite suspicion. Janloon was crawling with foreign corporate and government agents these days.


The elevator descended to the parking level and opened with a quiet ping. When all the other occupants had exited, Bero rolled the luggage cart and its contents into the parking lot and looked at his watch. Green Bones of the No Peak clan kept a close eye on the lucrative betting houses of Poor Man’s Road, but there were only so many of them patrolling the district. Eiten, the former Fist who’d given Bero his job at the Double Double, was not in today. After weeks of timing the security shifts, Bero knew that at precisely noon, none of the clan’s other jade warriors would be on the premises either. Of course, once the commotion started, they would arrive in short order, so speed was vital.


A van pulled into the parking space next to Bero. Tadino jumped out of the driver’s seat; Otonyo and Guriho got out of the rear. Bero did not particularly like the three Oortokons, with their foreign accents and ugly Ygutanian clothes, especially Tadino, who had the sharp bark and narrow face of a rat terrier. Nevertheless, they were the only people Bero had met who hated the Green Bone clans as much as he did, who wanted to see them come crashing down.


“Didn’t get stopped or questioned at all,” Tadino crowed. Even if they had been, there were no weapons or other suspicious items in the van. Bero pulled the suitcases off the luggage cart and threw them open on the ground. Guriho, Otonyo, and Tadino pulled out the contents: gas masks, spray paint, crowbars, handguns, and tear gas grenades.


When they were fully equipped, Bero used his employee key to get them into the stairwell next to the elevators. At the top of the stairs, he unlocked the upper set of doors, letting them out into the carpeted hallway behind the casino’s kitchen.


Tadino grinned and pulled the gas mask over his face. Guriho and Otonyo clapped each other on the back and did the same, Guriho struggling for a moment to stuff his long beard under the seal of the mask. They didn’t glance back at Bero as they rushed down the hall. Otonyo rolled one of the tear gas canisters into the kitchen and Tadino hurled another one onto the casino floor, where it began to hiss and spew its contents. Bero flattened himself out of sight against the door of the stairwell as the shouting began, followed by sounds of coughing, gagging, and stampeding feet. A gunshot went off, and noise erupted in earnest—cries of alarm above the toppling of dishes and furniture, the breaking of glass, the metallic banging of emergency exits, and the rapid whap of the casino’s revolving doors as the patrons of the Double Double fled choking from the premises, spilling in a panicked rush from the dim warm comfort of their games tables onto the main strip of Poor Man’s Road.


Bero wrapped a bandana over his nose and mouth and peered around the corner of the stairwell. He could still hear an awful lot of noise, but it was hard to see anything through the smoke. Part of him wished he was out there causing chaos with the others—firing into the air, swinging a crowbar into the glass bar tops, defacing the walls and furniture. The damage would be repaired, but it would cost No Peak. It would humiliate them and make a statement that couldn’t be ignored. Bero scowled. He was more daring and thick-blooded than any of the others. He’d done things that would make those Oortokon mongrels piss themselves.


He pulled his head back into the stairwell and shut the door. He had nothing to prove by going out there. If the Green Bones showed up, they would smash the legs of the fools they caught. Enough close calls had made Bero value his limbs. At one time, he’d possessed jade of his own and enough shine to keep him flush with money, but that wasn’t the case anymore. He hated the clans, but he needed this job.


The door banged open and the three men staggered into the stairwell, their eyes wild and bright, hair sweaty and chests heaving for breath. Bero hurried with them back down to the parking level. He went out first, ducking behind a corner as the nearby elevator opened and disgorged half a dozen escaping floor and kitchen staff members. When they were gone, Bero hit the emergency stop button in the elevator to prevent it from going back up, then he let the men out of the stairwell. They tore off their masks and threw their gear into the suitcases. “Lie low for two weeks and meet back at the Little Persimmon,” Guriho reminded them as they got back into the van. The vehicle peeled out of the parking lot, leaving Bero alone.


Bero wheeled the suitcases and their damning contents to the garbage chute and dumped them. He made sure his employee uniform was straight and unstained, then he walked out of the parking lot and went on his regular lunch break. When he returned thirty minutes later, there were two police cars and a fire truck parked outside of the Double Double, as well as three No Peak Green Bones walking around, angrily surveying the damage. Stranded hotel guests shivered on the sidewalk, waiting to be let back into their rooms. Bero stuffed his hands into his pockets and waited with them, hiding his smile at the red message spray-painted across the interior width of the casino’s front glass doors: THE FUTURE IS CLANLESS.
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Betrayal


the sixth year, first month


Kaul Hiloshudon studied the six businessmen dining with him and hoped he would not have to kill any of them. They were gathered in the largest private room in the Twice Lucky restaurant and there was still plenty of food on the table, but he had little appetite. Taking the lives of enemies was something Hilo could do without hesitation, but these were men of his own clan, who he knew and had been friendly with to some extent in the past. No Peak needed every loyal member.


“How’s your wife’s health, Kaul-jen?” asked the Lantern Man Fuyin Kan, bringing the rest of the casual conversation around the table to an awkward pause.


Hilo didn’t lose his smile, but the warmth left his eyes as he met the man’s gaze across the table. “Recovery takes time, but she’s doing better. Thank you for asking.”


Fuyin said, “That’s good to hear. There’s nothing more important than the health and safety of our families, after all. May the gods shine favor on No Peak.” He raised a glass of hoji in Hilo’s direction and the other businessmen echoed him and followed suit.


Fuyin was not a typical jadeless Lantern Man. He wore two jade rings, jade studs in his ears, and an elaborate jade buckle on his belt. A former Fist, he’d left the military side of No Peak fifteen years ago to run his family’s retail business. Despite the man’s words of polite concern, Hilo could Perceive Fuyin’s jade aura as a thick roiling cloud, bristling with unmistakable resentment and suspicion.


Hilo pushed aside his plate and sat back as waiters removed empty dishes and refilled cups of tea. He didn’t look at Shae sitting next to him, but he could sense the tautness in her aura. She didn’t appear to have eaten much either. There was no more putting off the conversation.


“I’ve invited you all here because my Weather Man tells me you have concerns that need to be brought up and answered directly by me as Pillar,” Hilo said. “You’re all respected and valued Lantern Men in the clan, so of course, I want to talk things through and solve problems before they become serious misunderstandings.”


It was not Fuyin, but the bald man next to him, Mr. Tino, who spoke up first. He was an old-timer in the clan, a friend of Hilo’s late grandfather. “Kaul-jen,” Tino said, “given the economy today and the competition we face not only from rivals in the Mountain clan but also foreign companies, we’ve repeatedly asked the Weather Man’s office for lower tribute rates. As I’m sure you remember, No Peak raised tribute to fight the clan war, but hasn’t substantially lowered it for six years.”


“We’re still fighting the clan war, even if it’s not out in the open,” Hilo reminded him. “The Mountain intends to conquer us sooner or later. We’ve kept tribute at a reasonable level for everyone and used the money to strengthen the clan as the Weather Man sees fit.”


Shae sat forward at his mention and said, “We have to grow No Peak’s capabilities if we hope to prevail against our enemies. We’ve been upgrading technology systems, expanding Kaul Dushuron Academy to be able to train more Green Bones, and building up our overseas offices and businesses.” The Weather Man’s chief of staff, Woon Papidonwa, immediately handed her a file folder. Shae opened it and began to extract a sheaf of papers. “I can show you the clan’s budget for the coming year and exactly where the tribute income is being—”


Another Lantern Man, the darkly tanned Mr. Eho, waved down the gesture impatiently. “I don’t doubt you’re spending the money. The problem is how you’re spending it. No Peak continues chasing business in Espenia, which will surely harm our country in the long run.” He avoided looking at the Weather Man, who he’d disapproved of on previous occasions. “Young people are too influenced by foreign ways. That’s why you see more crime and social problems these days. What happened last week at the Double Double casino, for example. Disgraceful. And the hooligans responsible weren’t caught.”


Hilo’s eyes narrowed at Eho’s lecturing tone. “If you want to blame someone for crime, think about how many barukan gang members the Mountain clan has brought into the country to pad their ranks. But that’s beside the point. I know the Mountain is undercutting us, offering you lower tribute rates, and suddenly you feel it’s unfair to pay your usual amount when it seems you could do better.” The uncomfortable silence that answered him was ample confirmation. Several of the Lantern Men were studiously avoiding his stare.


Fuyin Kan, however, did not look away.


“Switching allegiance would be a drastic and difficult decision,” Fuyin said. It would not only affect a Lantern Man’s finances, but where he chose to live, which martial school his children could attend, his social connections, and who his friends and enemies would be. “We don’t want to go that far, which is why we’ve come as a group hoping for accommodation.”


The rest of the Lantern Men sat forward in agreement. Fuyin had let others speak first, but it was apparent that he was the leader among them, as Hilo had suspected. This is going to end badly. Hilo felt certain of this, but nevertheless, he said, “We can’t lower tribute right away. I can give you my word as Pillar that as our overseas businesses grow, we’ll share that benefit with the whole clan. The Weather Man’s office will adjust your tribute downward in stages, over the next five years.” He had no idea if that made financial sense, but it sounded reasonable. Since Shae’s aura didn’t begin to surge with ire toward him, he assumed she could get it done.


Fuyin shook his head. “That’s hardly any compromise at all. We’ve all agreed that it would be only fair for No Peak to match the Mountain’s offer. And we believe strongly that there needs to be a change in the direction of the clan. An end to growing business overseas and focusing instead on defending our interests at home.”


Shae’s jade aura rippled with consternation, but she spoke firmly. “If we lower tribute payments while also giving up on our fastest growing source of revenue, the clan would lose money on both ends. We’d be setting ourselves up to be destroyed.”


Some of the Lantern Men muttered at this, but Fuyin spread his hands. “The Mountain is doing fine. Are you saying the No Peak clan can’t do the same? If so, can you blame us if we decide to act together for the sake of our futures?”


It did not sound like a threat, but it was. Fuyin had gathered together half a dozen disaffected Lantern Men and now he was saying that if No Peak refused to meet their collective demands, they would defect en masse to the Mountain clan. Even Shae had no immediate reply to such daring extortion.


An anger weighty with disappointment settled over Hilo. “Fuyinjen,” he said, fixing all his attention on the former Fist and ignoring the other men in the room, “why would you come here to ask me for anything, when you’ve already turned to the Mountain? Is it on Ayt Mada’s orders that you’re trying to drag these other people down with you?”


Fuyin’s expression became a blank wall. “What are you talking about?”


“You’ve been paying tribute to the Mountain clan for months. I can show everyone the proof that Maik Tar dug up—or you can admit it rather than lie to my face.” Hilo’s words were spoken calmly but with unmistakable cold portent. “You’re not just a Lantern Man like these others. You’re a Green Bone who’s betrayed his clan oaths.”


Complete silence fell across the table. The oblivious burble of noise from the rest of the Twice Lucky beyond the sliding doors seemed cacophonous. The other Lantern Men edged back in their seats, the color draining from their faces, as Fuyin slowly stood. “You accuse me of betraying the clan? I was a first-rank Fist when you were still an insolent boy in the Academy. You’re the one, Kaul Hiloshudon, who’s betrayed all of us.”


The bitterness Hilo had sensed in Fuyin’s aura swelled into a storm, and the careful veneer of politeness he’d maintained until now fell away. “My father built a thriving business out of nothing but his sweat and grit and the patronage of the clan. Thank the gods he’s no longer alive to see his company pushed out of the market, all because you’ve opened up our country to foreigners like a whore opening her legs.” Fuyin’s voice thickened and trembled. “My son admired you so much and wanted to be just like you. He was only twenty years old, barely a Finger for six months, when he was killed for nothing, in a clan war that would never have happened under your brother or grandfather. You have the arrogance to expect my allegiance? No, Kaul-jen, you’re a pup of a Pillar, and your sister licks Espenian boots. I owe nothing to you.”


Hilo did not speak for an uncharacteristically long moment. He could Perceive the thudding heartbeats and held breaths all around him, especially Shae’s, but they seemed distant compared to the sensation of building pressure in his hands and head. At last he said, “Fuyin-jen, I can see that the hardships you’ve suffered have made you hate me, but you were wrong to let yourself be used by Ayt Mada.” He stood to face the man. “You could’ve come to talk to me at any point if you were so unhappy. Whether it’s business trouble that’s making you feel like giving up on life, or if you can’t forgive me for the death of your son, you could’ve asked to leave honorably, maybe even to form your own small clan in another part of the country. Because of your family’s good standing and past sacrifice, I would’ve allowed that. You shouldn’t have defected to the Mountain, and you shouldn’t have swept others along with you by trying to damage No Peak with this fucking charade.”


Fuyin straightened to his full height. He was taller than the Pillar, in his forties but still in excellent physical shape, known for training with much younger Green Bones. “You suggest I should’ve begged to leave the city I was born in, to live like a worthless outcast? Do you expect me to cut off my ear now to grovel for my own life? Never.” The man’s face hardened with terrible resolve. “Kaul Hiloshudon, Pillar of No Peak, I offer you a clean blade.”


A murmur of stunned apprehension traveled through the room. No one had challenged Kaul Hilo to a duel in years. Fuyin said, “Name the place and wea—”


“I refuse.” Hilo’s words stopped the air in the room. The Pillar’s famous temper came into his face. “You’re a traitor. You don’t deserve a duel. I’m sorry for your son and your misfortune in business, but many of us suffer terrible tragedy in our lives yet we don’t break our brotherly oaths.”


Fuyin was nonplussed for a moment. Even Shae and Woon stared at Hilo in surprise. To anyone’s knowledge, Kaul Hiloshudon had never turned down a personal challenge. Fuyin rocked back on his heels in disbelief. “You’re a coward,” he spat.


“I’m the Pillar of the clan,” Hilo said. “I’d be foolish not to assume you’re still a capable fighter, Fuyin-jen. Maybe you have nothing to live for anymore, but I can’t afford to risk any injuries that might make me take time away from my family and responsibilities.” Hilo frowned at his own words, aware that he was explaining his refusal to himself more than Fuyin. “If you want to keep your life, you can give what you own to the clan and accept exile from Kekon. Otherwise, I can grant you a death of consequence, with a blade in your hand. That’s all.”


As Hilo spoke, the door to the room slid open and Juen Nu, the Horn of No Peak, came in with Maik Tar and Iyn Ro. The three Green Bones had been waiting downstairs on Hilo’s orders, prepared to enter if they Perceived any threat from the men at the table. Mr. Tino and Mr. Eho edged away from Fuyin with wide eyes, as if he’d become a ticking explosive. Fuyin’s eyes darted and his hands twitched as he stood alone. Juen, Maik, and Iyn began to walk around the large round table toward him from either side. None of the Lantern Men they passed dared to leave their seats.


Shae began to stand, her aura crackling with alarm. The Weather Man had called together these Lantern Men for what was supposed to be a conciliatory business lunch that was about to turn into an execution. “Hilo,” she hissed, loudly enough to be heard. “It’s not right to do it here like this. Let—”


No one heard the rest of her suggestion because Fuyin yanked a compact pistol from a concealed waistband holster and began firing.


Tar reacted at once, raising a Deflection in front of the Pillar that sent the small-caliber rounds straight up into the dining room’s ceiling, knocking out two of the hanging lights. Woon seized Shae by the arm and pulled her behind him. Juen and Iyn pushed the other Lantern Men to the ground. Fuyin Kan dropped his gun and hurled himself Light, clearing the span of the dining table in one snarling bound, his drawn talon knife seeking Hilo’s throat.


Hilo met the attack, hopping Light onto the table and catching Fuyin’s elbow, jamming his momentum and the trajectory of his weapon. Shoving back hard into his opponent’s center of gravity, he unbalanced Fuyin as soon as the man’s grip on Lightness faltered and his feet touched the table. The former Fist stumbled, but threw a lethal Channeling strike that narrowly glanced off Hilo’s Steel as the Pillar twisted his torso, pivoting sharply and dragging the other man forward with his rotation. Fuyin’s foot caught a bowl half-full of cooling soup as he went staggering headlong toward the edge of the table. Plates, glasses, and food went flying from under their feet.


Many years ago, when he was a teenager in the Academy, Hilo had done balance and Lightness drills by sparring opponents on thin ledges and wobbly platforms. At the time, he thought the exercises silly. Fights happened on asphalt and concrete, not on logs over waterfalls like one might see in movies. On the dais of the dining table, he entertained a fractional second remembrance of his instructors lecturing him that no Green Bone, no matter how well prepared, is assured of choosing ideal conditions. Tangled close, with both of them tipping forward, Hilo’s left hand darted up and encircled Fuyin’s head from behind as if it were a relayball he were preparing to pass. The talon knife that appeared in his right hand came up in a flash and sank into Fuyin’s throat. Gripping the man’s hair, he pushed Fuyin’s face onto the table and his neck further onto the blade as he landed on his knees with a crash of broken plates. Hilo tore the knife upward with all his Strength, severing the windpipe.


Fuyin thrashed for a second, scattering more objects off the table before he lay still, the pool of blood under his chin spreading in a dark stain across the red tablecloth and mingling with the spilled soup broth and chunks of strewn food. Hilo got down off the dining table. It had all happened in less than a minute, and his hearing was still muffled from the gunshots in the enclosed space. When he spoke to the remaining five Lantern Men, who were picking themselves up off the ground, he couldn’t be sure if he was yelling or talking normally. “Is there anyone else who has a personal grievance, or is so dissatisfied that he wants to take up Fuyin’s demands?”


The Lantern Men climbed to their feet meekly. Mr. Eho looked at Fuyin’s body and swallowed noisily before touching his clasped hands to his forehead and bending in a deep salute to the Pillar. “Kaul-jen, I’m embarrassed to say I went along with Fuyin out of financial selfishness. I knew nothing of his shocking and abhorrent treachery to the clan. I’m grateful and perfectly happy with your suggested compromise on tribute rates.”


“Same with me, Kaul-jen,” said Mr. Tino quickly, brushing off his pants. “Forgive my foolishness. I thought Fuyin was standing up for all of us, but now I see that I was wrong to trust him. We’re fortunate you saw through him right away.” The other Lantern Men nodded shamefacedly, reiterating their steadfast allegiance to the clan.


Hilo stifled a desire to have each of them soundly beaten before demanding they cut off their ears in front of him to retain their patronage. But he didn’t think the businessmen had thick enough blood to handle that, and with Fuyin’s body still on the table, he’d already made his point. There would be little to gain in cowing them further, besides the satisfaction. Hilo turned away in disgust. “Get them out of here,” he said to his Fists.


Iyn Ro escorted the chastised Lantern Men out of the building. They were only too eager to leave, casting brief, nervous glances backward as they departed. A few of them might indeed be repentant or worried enough to come back with their ears in boxes, but Hilo didn’t care. In his opinion, jadeless Lantern Men could never be counted on. Protected by aisho and motivated by money, they expected strength and protection from a patron clan but would switch allegiance for their own benefit and survival. Ayt couldn’t be blamed for trying her best to steal them.


Juen said, “I’d better go talk to Mr. Une and calm everything down.” The sounds of gunshots and violence had surely disrupted the Twice Lucky’s lunch hour and agitated the old restaurateur. After the Horn had left, Tar threw his arm over Hilo’s shoulders and said with mock petulance, “You took him down too quickly, Hilo-jen. I’m your Pillarman, couldn’t you have let me earn even a bit of his green?”


Hilo scowled over sourly at Fuyin’s sprawled body without returning his brother-in-law’s grin. “Take his jade for the clan,” he said. “I don’t feel like wearing it, not when I know his son died for No Peak while I was Horn.” He started for the door.


Shae blocked his path, her jade aura rasping against his with displeasure. “You’re going to walk out of here without saying anything else?” she demanded.


Hilo’s nostrils flared at the tone of her voice. “What else do you want me to say? You told me we had to have this meeting to sort things out with those grumbling Lantern Men. They’re not grumbling anymore, are they?”


“Don’t you think we should’ve talked beforehand if you were planning to execute Fuyin in front of everyone? Why didn’t you tell me you had proof that he turned to the Mountain?”


“Because I didn’t,” he snapped. “I had a feeling. When I saw his reaction, then I knew for sure. He already had a grudge, so it’s no wonder Ayt got to him. He was determined to die and bring me to the grave with him.” Despite knowing this, Hilo could not help but take the treason of a former Fist personally. Fuyin’s accusations rattled in his head and he wanted to get out of the room, away from the man’s body.


He began to push past Shae, but she moved into his path again. “This isn’t good, Hilo,” she insisted. “Executing a traitor might keep people in line for a while, but it doesn’t solve the problems that made those Lantern Men turn against us in the first place. We haven’t been talking about the issues the way a Pillar and Weather Man ought to.”


Hilo bared his teeth as he leaned over his sister. “You want to talk to me as Weather Man? Then do the Weather Man’s job. Tell me how the fuck the Mountain is outspending us and stealing our businesses with tribute rates that we know are unsustainable. Tell me how we stop them and win. If you can’t tell me that, then spare me your godsdamned lectures.”


Shae opened her mouth to retort, then shut it again so hard he heard the snap of her back teeth coming together. She glowered at him, face flushed with aggravation. Woon, who’d been hovering nearby, put a hand on the Weather Man’s shoulder and drew her back as Hilo finally barged out of the room.


Juen was still in conversation with an anxious Mr. Une, so Hilo was spared any of the aging restaurateur’s hand-wringing or brow mopping. Some of the usual lunch crowd at the Twice Lucky had cleared out during the brief spate of violence, perhaps worried it might spill out into the rest of the restaurant, or spooked by last week’s attack by anarchists at the Double Double casino. Others, however, were loitering nearby. At Hilo’s appearance, they muttered respectfully, touching their foreheads and trying to get a glimpse past him into the room with the body, craning their necks with the sort of morbid curiosity afforded to spectacular automobile crashes and burning buildings. By evening, word would be out all over Janloon that Fuyin Kan was dead, a traitor to his clan.


Hilo went out the front doors and got into the driver’s seat of the Duchesse Signa. He had his own parking spot at the Twice Lucky, guarded every time he dined there. Tar followed him out and tapped the passenger-side window, leaning his arms through when Hilo rolled down the glass. “Where are you going?” the Pillarman asked, with a grumpiness that might’ve been protective concern or merely displeasure at being left behind.


“I’m going to take a drive, to clear my head,” Hilo said, putting the key in the ignition. “Just help Juen and Iyn clean things up here.” There were times Hilo would hesitate to leave Maik Tar and Iyn Ro together in handling clan matters, on account of their wildly hot and cold relationship, but they were getting along right now. “And get ready for your trip to Port Massy. It’s going to be cold over there; bring warm clothes. You got everything else you need? Tickets, passport, and everything?”


“Yeah, sure,” his brother-in-law said.


“I’ll be back home in a couple hours.” He left Tar in the parking lot, looking vaguely forlorn in the rearview mirror as he watched the Duchesse drive away.


_______


Hilo drove for half an hour in no particular direction, blasting the heater in defiance of the icy air pressing down on the city like a cold towel against the skin. The streets were uncommonly subdued, Janloon’s bright colors washed out by a gray and sunless sky. People were excited that snow was falling in the mountains.


He found himself, without any real thought, driving into the Docks and pulling up in front of the Lilac Divine Gentleman’s Club. A lot of things had changed in Janloon over the years, but the Lilac Divine was not one of them. It was, Hilo mused wryly, a reliable business unthreatened by modern times or foreign competition. A valet took his car, and as soon as he stepped through the door, Mrs. Sugo, the Lantern Man proprietor, greeted him with a smile that struck Hilo as patently false. She never showed him any discourtesy of course, and she always made certain his visits were exactly as he asked for, but she was decidedly unenthusiastic about the Pillar’s irregular and unannounced appearances.


“Kaul-jen,” said Mrs. Sugo, saluting him and showing him into a plush, rose-scented room with a sofa. “How good to see you again. Would you like me to send for Sumi? Or Vina?”


Hilo shook his head. “Someone else.”


Mrs. Sugo’s painted smile wavered but remained gamely in place. “If I might ask, Kaul-jen, in the interest of serving you better, is there anything objectionable about any of the women you’ve spent time with here?”


“They’re whores,” said Hilo, not with any kind of meanness, merely fatigue. He tossed his jacket over the back of the sofa and poured himself a glass of citrus-infused water from the jug on the table. “Just don’t send me any of the ones my brother used. I don’t like the idea of that.”


Mrs. Sugo pressed her lips together, hiding her discontent with a bow of acquiescence as she retreated from the room and closed the door behind her. Hilo flopped down onto the sofa and closed his eyes, rubbing the corners of them with his thumbs. He’d never understood why Lan used to come to this place and thought his brother must’ve been desperately lonely. Now he felt rather sorry for himself, to be in the same situation. He’d been Pillar of the clan for six years. Longer than Lan. He and his brother had not been much alike, but perhaps the position of Pillar did the same thing to every man—isolated him and wore him down before killing him, either quickly or slowly.


He couldn’t help but wonder if Ayt Mada, who’d murdered many people in her own clan, ever felt deeply disappointed or hurt the way he did, or if she was naturally coldhearted and able to act without feeling. He’d tried unsuccessfully to have Ayt assassinated by the Ven family in the Mountain, so it ought to be no surprise that his enemy would likewise try to exploit any discontent or weakness in No Peak. Still, Shae was right, as much as Hilo hated to admit it. Fuyin’s betrayal was not an isolated grievance, and his death would not solve the bigger, glaring problem: After having failed on multiple occasions to have Hilo killed, the Mountain was now waging a persistent campaign to destroy No Peak economically.


A gentle knock came. Hilo got off the sofa and opened the door to find a lovely woman, darker skinned and curvier than the one who’d attended him on his last visit some two or three months ago. She was carrying an ebony tray with a bottle of hoji, some date cakes arranged on a delicate clay plate, and two cups. “Kaul-jen,” she said solicitously, but with a tight undercurrent to her voice that suggested Mrs. Sugo and the other charm girls had prepared her for what to expect. “May I come in?”


Hilo held the door open for her. She placed the tray on the low table in front of the sofa, knelt next to it, and folded the draping hem of her sleeve back fastidiously as she opened the bottle of hoji and poured two servings into the small cups. The hoji was well aged, with a robust and complex scent.


Hilo drank it down, then said, “Get on the bed.”


“Kaul-jen,” the woman said, in a suggestive and soothing tone, “we’re in no rush at all. You can stay all night. Why not relax for a while and let me treat you to a more enjoyable experience? Surely you could use some time away from the demands of being the Pillar. Let’s have another drink and you can tell me about your day.”


Hilo lips quirked wryly. “I have a wife and children at home. I don’t need conversation.” He stood. “I won’t take long if you cooperate.”


The charm girl stared at him. She opened her mouth as if to try again to persuade him, before apparently coming to the indignant decision to not bother. Without any further attempt at pretense, she tipped back her shot of hoji in one quick gulp, then stood and unfastened the sash around her silk robe, letting it fall to the ground in a heap. She lay down naked on the bed, with a scowl of resignation that Hilo decided was more attractive than her practiced smile, on account of being genuine. She was smooth-skinned and had a mole on the flat of her stomach, near her navel.


Hilo undressed. The charm girl’s eyes widened at the bloodstains on his shirt cuffs as he unbuttoned them, and the talon knife he unbuckled and laid on the table next to the tray. They widened further at the sight of his bare torso—collarbone, chest, and nipples studded with glinting pieces of jade. “Don’t touch any of it, and it won’t do anything to you,” he said, reading the anxiety in her eyes. He took one of the complimentary condoms from the nightstand. “Turn around and get on your hands and knees.”


After he was done fucking her and she had gotten up to go to the bathroom, Hilo dressed, gathered his jacket and knife, and ate two of the date cakes on the tray. He left a generous tip on the bedside table. Charm girls made their real money from long-term clients, who often bought them gifts and paid extra for exclusive access. Since he didn’t expect to see the woman again, he thought it only right that he leave extra compensation for her wasted time.


Downstairs, Mrs. Sugo wished him good night with a stiff smile. He could understand her annoyance. The Lilac Divine was a highclass establishment, with charm girls who could play music and recite poetry and accompany clients to black-tie galas. He was using it like a cheap brothel. The Duchesse was waiting for him at the front of the building. The valet had not bothered to park his car elsewhere, knowing from prior visits that he was unlikely to be long in the club. Hilo walked all around his prized vehicle and bent down to peer underneath it. Ever since Maik Kehn, his brother-in-law and former Horn, had been killed by a car bomb, Hilo was exceedingly careful with the family’s cars and drivers, watchful for threats that could not be Perceived with jade senses. “Has it been out of your sight at all, even for a second?” he demanded. The valet promised on his life that it had not. Satisfied that his car had not been tampered with, Hilo got in, turned the key, and headed for home.


_______


He walked into the house before dinner. His mother and Kyanla, the housekeeper, were talking in the kitchen, and he could smell frying vegetables. Niko, a precocious reader, looked up from his spot on the sofa only long enough to say, “Hi, Uncle,” before turning back to his comic book, but Ru and Jaya ran to greet him, both of them jabbering over each other to get his attention and tell him things. Hilo kissed his son on the head and let his daughter climb onto his back, carrying her up the stairs.


“Da, show me your new jade!” Ru said, skipping close behind his father.


Hilo turned at the top of the staircase and looked down at the boy. “What new jade are you talking about?”


“The new jade you won,” Ru demanded, standing up on his toes and grabbing Hilo around the waist. “Uncle Tar said you killed someone today, a man who was in the clan but who turned bad. Where’s your new jade?”


Hilo made a low, disapproving noise in his throat. His brother-in-law must’ve arrived home earlier and already filled the children’s ears with a simplified account of the day’s events. Tar was always honest with his nephews and niece about the realities of being a Green Bone and felt it was only right that they understand their father was not just their father, but also the leader of a large and powerful clan, which was why he was often busy and not at home. He had enemies who wanted to kill him, and sometimes he would have to kill them first, so that he could return home each evening to tuck them into bed.


It wasn’t that Hilo disagreed with Tar, but he didn’t want Ru’s head filled with Green Bone stories. They would only make him dwell on what he lacked, instead of confident in who he was. Ru was a stone-eye; he could never wear jade or hold any significant rank in No Peak. It saddened Hilo that his son could not become a jade warrior, but it was somewhat of a relief as well, to know that one of his children might have a simpler, safer life.


Hilo said sternly, “I don’t have any new jade. I wear enough and we should save the green we take for the future, since we’re already very fortunate. And stop listening to everything your uncle Tar tells you.” Hilo bent and set Jaya down, giving both of their heads an affectionate rub. “Go back downstairs and get ready for dinner.”


After the children ran off, Hilo stood back up and pushed open the bedroom door. Wen was resting, propped up in bed with pillows supporting her back against the headboard. She looked weary, as she always did after her physiotherapy appointments. Relearning how to do simple things, like walk smoothly, pass a cup from one hand into another, or stand without need for support, required a tremendous effort that left her physically and emotionally drained.


Hilo stood in the doorway for a few seconds, then walked over and sat down next to her on the edge of the bed. He placed a hand on her outstretched leg. “How was it today?”


“Not terrible,” Wen said. “I can . . . t-touch my toes and . . . stand up again without falling down.” She smiled wanly. “Quite a v-victory.”


It broke Hilo’s heart every day to see Wen so feeble and incompetent, to hear her speak with such ponderous difficulty. He’d had to leave the room at times, unable to bear seeing her driven to helpless tears of frustration by her inability to do something as simple as complete a sentence that was perfectly formed in her mind but would not come out correctly. At least she was much improved from a year ago, when she couldn’t move one side of her body at all and could barely speak coherently. Back then, when he wasn’t even certain if her mind and personality had survived intact, he was ashamed to say there had been a few awful periods of despair when he’d wondered if it would’ve been less cruel to both of them if Anden had not succeeded in reviving her from death.


Wen had always been graceful and well-spoken, confident in a gentle way, with a perceptive and determined will. He’d loved her more than anything in the world. Now he did not know how he felt. Sometimes when he looked at his wife he felt a surge of the feverish, all-consuming desire to hold her and make love to her and protect her at all costs. More often, however, he felt a numb aching anger, a cold disbelief and unforgiving rage. She had disobeyed him, kept so many of her activities secret from him, put herself in harm’s way, nearly leaving him a widower and their children motherless. He’d done all he could to keep her safe and give her everything she could want, to be good to her, and she had brought all this pain on them.


“Is Shae . . . coming over . . . this evening?” Wen asked.


“No,” he said.


“You should. . . . in-in-in—” He could see her grasping for the word, trying to push it out of her throat like a bit of stuck food. “Ask her . . . to come over more often.”


Hilo stood up to go without answering. Wen reached out to him, but he stepped away from her. He saw the hurt in her eyes. She must be used to this by now—the indecision of his affection. At times, he hated himself for it, but another part of him wanted to punish her, to hurt her as she had so badly hurt him.


“Dinner’s ready,” Hilo said over his shoulder as he left the room. “If you don’t feel like coming down, I’ll have Kyanla bring a plate up to the room.”
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Unreadable Clouds


After her brother left the room, Shae sat down hard in one of the chairs farthest away from Fuyin Kan’s body, and rested her forehead in her hands. It wasn’t her fault the lunch meeting had ended with drawn knives and bloodshed. She told herself this, but the shallow self-reassurance was not convincing.


She was the Weather Man; it was her job to be one step ahead of everyone. The Weather Man reads the clouds, so the saying went. Today, Hilo’s instincts had been sharper than her judgment. The fact stung badly. And it was true that she’d pursued trade with Espenia in ways that benefited No Peak but opened up Kekonese industries to more foreign competition. She’d contributed to Fuyin’s troubles and couldn’t blame the man for his hatred. It was her responsibility to maintain the loyalty of No Peak’s Lantern Men so that her brother did not have to execute them.


Woon crouched down next to her seat and put a hand on her knee. Thank the gods he hadn’t been injured in the mayhem. Her chief of staff rarely acted without thinking, but the moment Fuyin had drawn the gun, he’d instinctively tried to shield her even though she wore more jade than he did. She wasn’t sure whether to thank or admonish him.


“Shae-jen, you did the right thing, trying to broker a compromise,” the Weather Man’s Shadow said quietly. “Fuyin was the one who provoked violence, probably for a considerable reward.”


“It’s the sort of trap Ayt Mada would set,” Shae agreed glumly. If No Peak gave in to the Lantern Men’s demands, it would invite financial ruin. If it let businesses leave without consequence, it would fail even faster. Shae lifted her head. At least now, with Fuyin dead and his treachery revealed, they had other options. “We can still get something out of this mess if we move quickly to make sure Fuyin’s assets stay within the clan.”


Her chief of staff nodded at once. “Fortunately, the Pillar didn’t agree to a duel.” The victor of a clean-bladed duel could claim his opponent’s jade but couldn’t touch his family or assets. “We can buy out Fuyin’s heirs and sell his company piecemeal at a discount to our other Lantern Men in the retail sector who’ve been asking for relief. That should more than mollify them. I’ll go to the most important ones and speak to them in person this week.” That would ensure the message was clear and delivered straight from the Weather Man’s office: The traitor was dead and everything his family had built would go to those who were loyal.


“Thank you, Papi-jen.” Shae put her hand on top of his. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” A little of the strain in her shoulders loosened, although Hilo’s harsh words were still a weight on her chest. She was no stranger to her brother’s opprobrium, but the last time they’d been on such bad terms, she’d been able to escape to another country for two years. Now, she had to work with Hilo to manage the clan while putting up with his avoidance and recrimination. She couldn’t even claim it was undeserved. She’d kept secrets from the Pillar, disobeyed him, sent Anden and Wen to carry out an assassination plan in Port Massy that had nearly gotten them killed.


And Hilo was right about something else: She did not know how Ayt was winning, or how to stop her.


The restaurant staff had closed off the area around the dining room. Tar and Iyn carried Fuyin’s body out the back of the building without disturbing the other diners, and Mr. Une came in with Juen to inspect the damage to the light fixtures and walls, which the clan would compensate him for. Waiters efficiently cleared away the bloodstained tablecloth and cleaned up the spilled food.


“We should get back to the office.” Shae forced herself to stand. “Hami is probably waiting for us.”


_______


Hami Tumashon was different from how Shae remembered him. After three and a half years abroad, he’d put on some weight and adopted a few Espenian affectations; he was wearing an athletic shirt under his suit jacket and drinking from an oversized travel mug full of nutmeg spiced coffee when he came into the Weather Man’s office. Most noticeably to Shae, he had not yet put his jade back on, and the absence of his usual sturdy jade aura made him seem like a splitreality version of himself.


Shae had taken off her jade as well, years ago, then reclaimed all of it, then violently lost much of it again. She wondered if, at each of those traumatic turning points in her life, reality had indeed fractured. Perhaps in some alternate timeline, a different Shae had continued on in another way, and the woman that remained had seemed to other people to be a disconcertingly altered replacement.


While she and Woon had been in the Twice Lucky, lunch had been catered into the main conference room so the office could celebrate Hami’s triumphant return to Janloon. The former Master Luckbringer had grown the clan’s branch operations in Port Massy to a staff of twenty and recently moved it into a larger downtown office. Revenue out of Espenian holdings had expanded to an impressive eight percent of the clan’s total, even before taking into account the uplift to No Peak’s tributary businesses in Kekon as a result of the clan facilitating import and export activities. For a man to have been executed today over the backlash to this one bright spot in No Peak’s fortunes was a sour irony.


“Terun Bin works like an ox and has a mind as sharp as a talon knife. He’ll do fine over there,” Hami declared, settling across from Shae in the sitting area of her office. Terun Bin would be Hami’s successor. He was already a highly regarded senior Luckbringer at the age of twenty-eight, but unfortunately, his jade aptitude was poor, perhaps because he was one-quarter Abukei, although he did not appear to be of mixed blood at all and the fact was not common knowledge. He’d been educated at a competitive academic school instead of a martial academy, earning only a single jade stone through private training. At Woon’s suggestion, Shae had promoted Terun and sent him to Port Massy, where his lack of green would not drag down his reputation, and Hami had spent the past two months transitioning him into the top role there.


“You’ve accomplished even more than I expected,” Shae said. “Terun will have a large shadow to fill.” She motioned for her secretary to bring tea into the room. Her nerves were still frayed, and she was glad that without his jade, Hami could not Perceive the lingering jitteriness in her aura. Woon probably could, but he would never let on.


One thing that had not changed about Hami was his candor. “The problem we have in Espenia is that jade is still illegal in that country. That’s something Terun can’t solve, no matter how smart and hardworking he is. As long as that remains the case, everything we’ve built there is at risk and could drag the clan down in the long run.”


Woon was sitting between them in the armchair to Shae’s right. “We’ve kept our businesses in Espenia completely separate from any activity involving jade on the Horn’s side of the clan, and taken precautions to insulate them legally.”


“All of that is extra effort and cost to the clan,” Hami pointed out. “I’ve hired Luckbringers from Janloon into the Port Massy branch over the years, but several turned down the opportunity because they or their family members were Green Bones unwilling to take off their jade to move to Espenia. And the problem extends beyond the Weather Man’s office. Many of our tributary Kekonese companies would like to grow internationally, but it’s too difficult for their staff to travel to and from Espenia when every Green Bone has to go through the trouble of securing a visa with extra paperwork documenting their jade upon entry and exit, and even so, they’re only allowed to stay for twenty days out of the year.”


Shae sighed. She knew it was a problem. “We’re hiring more lawyers to handle the work, and looking for ways to streamline the process.”


Hami plowed on. “How many of the clan-sponsored students who’ve gone to study overseas are Green Bones? I’m guessing not many. What family wants to send their son or daughter to Kaul Dushuron Academy for eight years to become proficient in the jade disciplines, only to have them move away to a place where wearing jade is a crime? Yet it’s Green Bones we would most like to sponsor. They’re the ones who’re most loyal to the clan, who would return and use a foreign education for No Peak’s benefit.” Hami blew out a loud breath. “This pointless and ignorant law in Espenia is creating far too much costly business friction for us.”


Shae cupped her hands around the warm teacup her secretary set down in front of her. She was disheartened but not surprised by all that Hami had said so far. The former Master Luckbringer was not done, however; he took a noisy sip of his coffee and said, “It might get even worse, Kaul-jen. There are rumblings that the law could change again and there will be heavy penalties placed on Espenian companies who do business with whatever the Espenian government deems as ‘criminal organizations.’ Since civilian ownership of jade is illegal, and the Green Bone clans hold and distribute jade, they could declare No Peak a ‘criminal organization’ and not only prevent other companies from working with us, but in the worst-case scenario, bar us from operating in that country altogether if they wanted to.”


Woon drew his head back in disbelief. “The Espenian government itself purchases jade from Kekon for military use. If they can declare us to be criminals for something that has been in our culture for thousands of years, wouldn’t they have to also declare their own government to be illegal?”


Hami threw his hands up. “It’s Espenia,” he exclaimed. “They do what they like and why should hypocrisy stand in their way? They use money and tricky laws like we use the jade disciplines—as a kind of fighting science. While I was there, I heard a story of a landlord in their country hundreds of years ago who outlawed taking water from a certain river so he could hang the leaders of an entire town. Maybe it’s just a myth, but I would believe it.”


There was a knock on Shae’s door. Woon’s secretary opened the door partway and put her head inside, bobbing it apologetically. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but, Woon-jen, your wife is on the phone. I told her you were in a meeting with the Weather Man, but she insisted I find you.”


Woon’s face tightened with embarrassment and uncharacteristic irritation. “Unless it’s an emergency, tell her I’ll call her back,” he said. When his secretary backed away in chagrin and closed the door, Woon said to Shae and Hami, “I apologize.”


“There’s no need to do so.” Shae glanced at her aide in concern. The brief perturbation in Woon’s expression was gone and he seemed fine again, but she was so familiar with his jade aura that she could Perceive the faint static hum of disquiet that had come into it.


“We were close to finishing anyways,” she said, and turned back to Hami. “You’re right to bring this issue up. I agree it’s a long-term problem that we need to address, though one that’s too big for us to solve today. For now, do you feel like you have what you need to get settled back into Janloon and started in your new position, Hamijen?” Out of habit, she addressed him with the respectful Green Bone suffix even though he was not wearing jade, and realizing her error, she amended, a bit awkwardly, “It’s your decision, of course, whether to put your jade back on.” She understood more than anyone that it was a personal choice, one that might be more difficult than other people realized.


Hami pursed his lips thoughtfully. “I think I will, but not right away. I need some time to deal with family things and get back into a routine before I’m ready to carry jade again.” Hami’s family had moved into a new house and Hami’s eldest son would soon be entering Kaul Dushuron Academy as a year-one student. “Also, I expect I’ll continue traveling to and from Port Massy regularly, so to prevent all the legal hassle we’ve discussed, the less green I am, the better, from a practical standpoint.”


Starting today, Hami would be the clan’s Rainmaker—a new and necessary position Shae had created, one that her former Belforte Business School classmates might’ve called a director of international business development. Hami and a few subordinates would be responsible for improving communication and coordination between the Janloon office and the clan’s Port Massy branch, as well as seeking out additional growth opportunities overseas, something that seemed even more important now.


“You were right, Kaul-jen,” Hami admitted. “Away from home, one gets used to being jadeless, and it’s a strange feeling to come back. In some ways, it’s easier to not be green. As soon as I wear my jade again, I’ll have to return to being a certain type of person.” He snorted and gestured with wry self-deprecation at the extra padding around his middle. “It’ll take me months to get back into shape and regain my jade abilities after such an absence.”


“You’re invaluable to the clan either way, Hami-jen,” Shae said, using the suffix deliberately this time. “It’s good to have you back home.”


After Hami departed, Woon said, “Do you need anything else from me right now, Shae-jen? Otherwise, I’ll start dealing with Fuyin’s assets like we talked about.”


“Don’t forget to phone your wife, first,” Shae reminded him as he stood, but the teasing comment failed to elicit even a small smile. She asked, “Papi-jen . . . is everything all right? You haven’t been quite yourself this week.” She hadn’t intended to bring it up, but the Weather Man’s Shadow had seemed unusually tired, and his normally clean-shaven jaw was darkened with faint stubble.


Woon grimaced and rubbed a hand self-consciously over the side of his face. A throb of unhappiness clouded his aura. “I’m sorry, Shaejen. I know I’ve been distracted. I’ll try to do better.”


“I didn’t mean it as a criticism.” If Woon’s performance had slipped, she hadn’t noticed at all, and she’d worked with him every day for more than six years. “I’m only asking as a friend. If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s fine.” Shae was suddenly worried that she’d spoken clumsily—sounded uncaring, or inappropriately caring, too defensive, or too apologetic.


Woon hesitated. Then he admitted quietly, “Kiya had another miscarriage.” He averted his eyes, as if ashamed to be sharing such a personal misfortune. “I think it’s been very hard on her. On both of us.”


Shae searched inadequately for what to say. “I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do to help? Do you need some time off?”


The chief of staff shook his head. “We’ve been through this before, and I know there’s nothing I can say or do to make her feel better. At work, I can be useful to you and the clan. But Kiya’s been calling me at the office several times a day, sometimes angrily. She doesn’t understand that—” He cut himself off with a grimace.


Shae gripped the empty teacup in her hands, then put it down before she could unintentionally break it. Woon worked relentlessly on her behalf. She depended on him more than anyone, not only to advance her agenda across the entire business side of the clan, but to privately challenge and advise her at all times. But she knew it could not be easy for Woon’s wife to see so little of him and receive less attention than she deserved because her husband was constantly at the side of another woman, even if that woman was the Weather Man of the clan.


Shae wished she could say something sincere and encouraging, but it would be awkward to talk about Kiya. She suspected the woman disliked her. She reached out and squeezed her friend’s arm in what she hoped he would accept as a gesture of understanding.


Woon’s arm tensed under her hand. He lowered himself back down into the seat he’d vacated and sat forward with his elbows on his knees, studying the floor for a moment before reluctantly raising his eyes to hers. When he was concerned or deep in thought, a dimple appeared on the right side of Woon’s forehead, one that Shae was often tempted to reach over and flatten out with her thumb.


“Shae-jen . . . This job . . . it’s not very good for family life. The Weather Man is always thinking of the clan, and the Shadow’s first priority is always the Weather Man.” His steadfast jade aura gave a soft, cheerless pulse. “This isn’t the way I wanted to bring it up, but it won’t get any easier if I put it off. I think it might be time for me to think about moving into another role.”


Shae managed to nod. “Of course, I can understand that.” The words felt stilted as they left her mouth. She couldn’t pretend to be happy about Woon asking to leave his post. “I’m sorry for not realizing that you needed a change. You asked for one years ago and ended up staying on far longer than I had any right to expect of you.”


Woon’s face colored. “That was . . . under different circumstances. And it’s not that I want to leave. I’m thinking of what’s best for my marriage. If I were thinking only of myself, this wouldn’t be an issue.”


With effort, she gave him a supportive smile. “Let’s both think about what the best next role is for you. I’ll support you in it, whatever it is. I only hope you can be patient for a little longer, until we identify someone to replace you as Weather Man’s Shadow.”


“Of course I wouldn’t leave until then.” Woon’s posture relaxed in relief at Shae’s quick acquiescence, though a troubled look remained in his eyes. “Thank you for understanding, Shae-jen.” He stood back up and paused, seeming for a moment as if he wanted to say something else. Instead, he gave Shae a wan smile and exited her office, leaving her to listen to the clatter from the nearby halls and cubicles and wonder how it was possible to be surrounded by hundreds of people and yet feel entirely alone.
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The Pillarman Abroad


Maik Tar liked to have things to do that kept him busy, even if that meant being sent halfway around the world and finding himself on a boat in Whitting Bay in the middle of an Espenian winter. Having specific tasks to focus on—securing a fake passport and paperwork, collecting information, talking to the right people, planning, getting the boat and equipment—kept him from drinking too much and falling into terrible moods. And then, at the end of all the preparation: the surge of anticipation and adrenaline, the sharp tang of violent satisfaction. Hilo-jen trusted him above anyone else, gave him work that was difficult and brutal because no one else would be as tenacious, effective, and discreet. This knowledge was a light for Tar even in the darkest of moments.


Tar had been told that during the busy summer months in Port Massy, tour boats and private watercraft crowded the harbor and went up and down the Camres River, but this late in the evening in the off-season, there were no other vessels on the water. Tar stamped his feet and blew into his cupped hands, cursing the ridiculous cold as he watched the dim outline of the pier recede into the distance. When he could barely see the shore, Tar shouted out to Sammy in the cockpit. “We’re far enough out now. Cut the engine.”


The motorboat bobbed gently in the dark. Tar went below deck, ducking his head and holding on to the handrail. The cabin was lit with two orange overhead lights and the floor covered with black plastic sheeting and drop cloths. In the center of the room, a man was tied into an aluminum deck chair. The first time Tar had laid eyes on Willum “Skinny” Reams, he’d been wearing a charcoal-gray suit and brimmed felt hat, sitting next to Boss Kromner in Thorick Mansion. Now he was shirtless, goosepimples raising the fine dark hairs of his chest, his face bruised where he’d been knocked about and gagged during transit. His shoes and socks had been removed and his bare toes were curled against the cold.


“How’s it going down here?” Tar asked.


Kuno was kneeling next to a large metal washtub, stirring quickdry concrete mix with a small shovel. He sat back on his haunches and wiped a gloved hand over his brow. “This stuff will take longer to dry with it being so cold out,” he said.


“There’s a space heater in the closet over there. We can plug it in.” Tar went himself to take it out and set it up. The night would go faster with more hands to help, but he’d brought only Sammy and Kuno with him. The fewer people the better, as he didn’t know or trust these Kekonese-Espenian Green Bones as much as his own men in Janloon. He would’ve preferred to have Doun or Tyin with him, but it had been troublesome enough to set up one false identity, and for the sake of minimizing risk and maintaining good relations with Dauk Losunyin, the local Pillar, Kaul Hilo had not wanted it to appear as if No Peak was overextending its authority in Port Massy.


Reams looked around the boat room with cold rage and a complete lack of surprise. “You keck bastards.”


Tar stood in front of the man and looked down at him. “Why you end up here? Do you know?” he asked in Espenian. Tar did not speak the language well, but this was not his first trip to the country. He’d accompanied the Pillar on his initial visit here, over three years ago. Since then, he’d returned a few times on behalf of No Peak, to train the local Green Bones and do some work for the clan. He’d learned enough to get by. He didn’t need to talk much.


Skinny Reams opened his hands, which were bound at the wrists to the arms of the chair. “I’ve put my share of men in the river,” he admitted somberly. “God knows there’s no shortage of people who’d say I deserve to end up there myself.” He regarded Tar with disgust. “Didn’t think you kecks would be the ones to do it, though. You’re sore about Rohn Toro, but you couldn’t have pulled this off yourself.”


“Rohn Toro is a reason, yes,” Tar said. Sammy and Kuno had been among Rohn’s friends and protégés in the Keko-Espenian Green Bone community; they’d witnessed years of brutal harassment by the Crews against the Kekonese neighborhood in Southtrap, and had been the first to arrive on the scene of Rohn’s murder. That was why they were here, with Dauk Losun’s approval, to exact justice. However, Reams was correct: As the new Boss of the Southside Crew, he was too careful and too well guarded for anyone, even Green Bones, to have snatched him unawares without inside help. “You spennies, though, you are all the same,” Tar said. “Can’t be trusted, not even by each other.”


Kuno turned around from where he was still stirring concrete. He pointed the tip of the hand shovel at the prisoner. “Your fellow Bosses, they’re not too sad to see you go, Skinny,” he said in fluent Espenian. “Jo Boy Gasson and the Slatters all figure you helped put Kromner in prison in the first place, and after the police heat you brought down on everyone from murdering Rohn and nearly killing two Kekonese nationals, they would just as soon be rid of you and make peace with us.”


“Shortsighted fuckers. Turning on a fellow crewboy like that, when it’s you ungodly kecks and your poisonous rocks that need to be wiped off the face of the earth.” He spat on the floor of the boat. The toes of his bare feet were white with cold. “Get on with it then.”


Tar shook his head. “You killed Rohn Toro. And made enemies of your own people. But that is not all. Not why I am here.” Tar took off his coat and set it aside. It was getting warmer in the boat now. He rolled up his sleeves and drew the talon knife from the sheath at his waist. “You strangled my sister nearly to death. Now she can’t walk or talk right. You don’t know who she is, or who I am, do you? Doesn’t matter. All you should know is this is personal from the No Peak clan.”


Skinny Reams had been a crewboy all his adult life and was considered by everyone in the Port Massy underworld to be as tough as they got, but Tar could Perceive the animal fear swelling in him as his eyes traveled up from the edge of the hooked blade to the Green Bone’s face, to the stamp of madness there.


“Kuno, go up to the deck with Sammy,” Tar said, speaking in Kekonese now. “I’ll call you back down when I need you.”


The younger Green Bone hesitated. “Maik-jen,” he said uncertainly, licking his dry lips. “Dauk Losun said we should be quick and careful, the way Rohn-jen always . . .”


Tar turned his head with a sharp jerk, and the wild light in his dilated pupils along with the knife in his hand convinced the other man to obey without objection. Kuno laid the shovel down, took off his work gloves, and threw a wet drop cloth over the metal tub to prevent the concrete from drying. He took the steps up to the deck of the boat quickly, with only one apprehensive glance backward.


Tar turned back to the man in the chair. He was no longer Willum Reams, he was no longer anybody, just another enemy of the clan, one snaking head of a many-headed beast. The clan had numerous enemies and sometimes they blurred together in Tar’s mind, because in the end they all had one terrible thing in common, and so in a way they were all the same. They should not be able to hurt and kill powerful Green Bones. Men who were better than them, men like Maik Kehn. But they did, and they had, and they might again. They were responsible for the hollowness that followed Tar everywhere now that he knew he would never see or speak to his brother again. So when the man in the chair began to scream, Tar felt as if he were hearing his own cries, drawing out his own feelings.
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Keeping Up Appearances


the sixth year, fourth month


During New Year’s week, the Kaul family’s schedule was jammed with festive obligations, the most important being the banquet and party for the upper echelon of the clan. The entire leadership of No Peak would be in attendance, along with the most senior Fists and Luckbringers, prominent Lantern Men, and clan-affiliated government officials and public figures. Wen was busy for weeks ahead of time, drawing up the guest list and making arrangements for food, music, decorations, and security. Hilo told her to delegate the work to estate staff and hire more help so as not to overtax herself, but she was determined to maintain oversight of the event. She was afraid of something going wrong at a time when the clan could not afford any further appearance of weakness.


On the evening of the party, her sister-in-law Lina came over to the house to help her dress, pin up her hair, and apply makeup. After Kehn’s death, Lina had vacated the Horn’s house for Juen Nu, moving off the Kaul property and closer to her own large family, but she and Wen remained close friends. “You look beautiful in lucky green,” Lina said brightly as she did up the buttons on the back of Wen’s dress, perhaps noticing the tightness in her shoulders and neck, the stiff anxiety in her set mouth. Wen could hear the rising noise from the courtyard as it began to fill with arriving guests. When she looked out the upstairs window, she could see expensive cars pulling up in the roundabout, one after the other, bringing men in suits and women in gowns.


Hilo came into the room, dressed in a tuxedo. “You’re sure you want to go?” he asked. They had barely spoken in the busy past few weeks. She was often already asleep when he got home. At other times, he went to bed without touching her and was gone when she woke up. Now he looked at her steadily for what felt to Wen like the first time in months. His expression softened. “You don’t have to. It’s fine.”


Wen smiled weakly. “You know it’s . . . not fine.” It was often difficult for her to put her trapped thoughts into words or to make those words come out smoothly and correctly, but she was perfectly capable of listening to the news and hearing the talk in the clan. The treason and public execution of a Green Bone Lantern Man was uncommon and much discussed, and the recent attack on the Double Double casino had prompted concern of additional stunts by fringe anti-clan extremists during the holidays. Both incidents had made No Peak appear to be on the defensive, scrambling to protect its holdings. It was not a good image at a time when fears were running high that Kekon could become the next hotspot in the global conflict between Espenia and Ygutan. Meanwhile, the Mountain clan seemed flush with cash and its members were pleased that Ayt Mada had positioned her teenage nephew as her heir. Their enemies were spending lavishly on their own New Year’s celebrations.


She walked toward Hilo and he offered her his arm. She held on to it, steadying herself and feeling shorter than usual next to him without high heels, which were impossible for her now. “Don’t . . . let me f-fall,” she said. Tonight was about appearances. The Kaul family needed to put on its strongest and most unified face. As the wife of the Pillar, Wen was expected to be the hostess tonight. Her absence would only be seen as proof of her infirmity. Hilo said nothing, but walked patiently with her as they went down the stairs, positioning her stronger left side by the railing so she could step down with her weaker leg first, one step at a time.


“Today’s . . . our wedding anniversary. Remember?” she asked him, slowing down the enunciation of her words to avoid slurring them. They had been married on New Year’s Eve, the day before Hilo had gone to save the clan by facing a death of consequence.


“Sure,” he said, not unkindly, but the casual curtness of the singleword answer made Wen bite her lip. Her husband’s moments of outright cruelty were infrequent and brief—a cold look, a cutting remark, a flash of hurt or anger in response to any reminder of her past dishonesty and how she’d nearly been killed because of it. Each one felt corrosive on her soul, but far worse was the deliberate distance he’d placed between them. Having lived so long in the uncompromising sunlight of Hilo’s love, the absence of his affection was a lifeless and unending winter.


Wen had assumed this would happen eventually—he would find out how deeply and for how long she’d been getting involved in clan affairs behind his back and against his wishes, using her deficiency as a stone-eye to move jade, putting her own life at risk. Of course he would be angry, but she’d counted on being able to explain herself, to talk to Hilo in the way she’d always been able, to reassure and calm him so that he would come to understand, as she was certain he eventually would.


She had not gotten that chance. At the time she most needed to communicate, she’d been barely able to express herself, struggling to even string a few words together coherently. And Hilo—if only he’d been able to rage at her, to give free rein to his hurt and sense of betrayal, he might’ve burned away some of the force of his feeling. But the shock of her near death and her need for care meant he hadn’t been able to do that.


At the bottom of the stairs, Wen paused to take a deep breath and ready herself. Hilo put his hand on the small of her back and she rested briefly against the gentle pressure. They went together out into the courtyard to face the clan.


A wave of clasped hands rising to foreheads in salute and shouts of “Kaul-jen! Our blood for the Pillar!” greeted them as soon as they stepped outside. Wen swallowed and forced a welcoming smile toward the sea of faces—important people from every part of the clan seeing her by the Pillar’s side for the first time in more than a year and a half. She began to tighten her grip on Hilo’s arm, but restrained herself, not wanting to appear as if she were clinging to him for balance.


Hilo raised his voice and his free arm high in acknowledgment, calling out to the crowd, “Brothers and sisters, my order as Pillar tonight is that you’d better eat all this food and finish those casks of hoji!” Laughter, followed by someone, probably a Fist who’d already had too much to drink, yelling cheerfully, “I am ready to die for the clan!” Wen caught a glimpse of Shae, in a conservative but flattering black dress, rolling her eyes and taking a drink from her glass of wine.


Ordinarily, they would walk around the festively decorated courtyard, greeting clan members and accepting their respect-paying, but tonight Hilo led Wen to the main table and helped her into her chair. He took his seat next to her and remained there as guests came by in small groups to speak to him. He seemed to everyone to be in a good mood, attentive, smiling in his usual relaxed way.


Wen returned well wishes, nodding and smiling more than speaking. Every time she opened her mouth she feared she would make a mistake. She used to possess a nearly perfect memory for faces and names, a skill that had served her well in every social situation, but she had lost that as well. Just get through this, she told herself.


The cold spell had lifted, but it was still uncommonly chilly for what was supposed to be the start of spring. Women pulled shawls over bare shoulders, and evenly spaced gas lanterns cast warmth and flickering firelight shadows against the erected red canopies sheltering the tables. The children were brought out by their grandmother right before dinner was served—Niko and Ru in little suits and ties, Jaya in a yellow dress and white tights that she’d somehow already managed to stain at the knees. She ran ahead of her brothers and tried to climb into Wen’s lap and onto the table. “Jaya-se, sit down properly,” Wen scolded, struggling to wrangle her youngest and breathing a sigh of relief when Lina took the toddler to play on the swing set on the garden lawn with her little cousin Cam.


“You’re looking well, Mrs. Kaul,” said Woon’s wife, coming over to sit next to Wen while her husband was engaged in conversation with a handful of senior Luckbringers. “I pray the gods favor you with good health this year.”


“Thank you . . . Kiya,” Wen said, relieved she remembered the woman’s name. Her words came out slow but otherwise normal. “I hope . . . the same for you.”


The woman’s smile faltered for a moment but she pulled it back into place and nodded over at Hilo, who was walking around with Niko and Ru, proudly letting people exclaim over them and indulging Ru’s talkativeness. He gave each boy a bag of candy coins and sent them off with the mission to hand them out to all the other youngsters. “You have beautiful children,” Kiya said to Wen with a wistful smile. “You must be very proud about the future of the clan.”


Wen wondered how much Woon Papi told his wife when it came to clan affairs, whether she knew how much financial strain No Peak was under. “The future of . . . the clan,” she reminded Kiya, nodding to the huge party, “is bigger than that.”


Anyone observing the large and well-dressed crowd tonight, the overflowing food and hoji, the gleam of jade on hundreds of wrists and necks, would think the No Peak clan was invincible. That was by design. There was an art to shaping people’s impressions—a small room could be made to seem big, flaws in a house could be transformed into assets. On this night, she’d made No Peak seem too wealthy and powerful to fall. Reality was more complicated. Wen had seen newspaper photographs of the graffitied proclamation on the glass doors of the Double Double. Although she knew no one would dare attack such a large gathering of Green Bones, especially on the eve of a holiday, her eyes searched out the figures of the guards standing watch by the estate’s brick walls and iron gates. No one was guaranteed anything—not them, not their enemies.


Shae came over to take her spot at the head table as the waiters began to bring out the main courses. Kiya stood briskly. “I’d better collect my husband and get back to our own seats,” she announced, and pulled insistently on Woon Papi’s arm, leading him away. Juen Nu and his wife claimed their places next to Hilo. Tar, who’d recently returned from a trip to Espenia, arrived with his lover, Iyn Ro. Both of them seemed to be several glasses of hoji into the party and were hanging on to each other, laughing loudly. Anden quietly took the seat next to Wen, letting out a relieved breath and giving her a small smile. “I’m glad I’m sitting next to you, sister Wen.”


Wen was glad to be sitting next to Anden as well. He alone understood what she’d been through on that horrible night in Port Massy. He’d confided that he too sometimes woke thrashing from nightmares in which he couldn’t breathe. She owed Anden her life, but he was still the unassuming young man she’d always known. When her words stuck or slurred, he never looked at her with pity or impatience. All the strain she felt while trying to talk to the other guests vanished, and ironically, when she was relaxed, she had barely any trouble. “How’s medical school?”


“It’s a lot of work,” he said ruefully, but didn’t offer further complaint.


Wen tried to encourage him. “I’ve heard the first year is the hardest.”


Anden nodded. “There’s so much material in the first year, and you have to learn to think of jade abilities in a completely different way. I hope this next year will be a little easier.” He saw Wen hesitating to pick up the soup ladle and reached for it himself, spooning the seafood soup into a bowl for her. “Sometimes, I wonder if it’s worth it,” he admitted, “but if I fail at this, there’s nothing else I can do that’ll be of any use.”


“Anden,” Wen said sternly, “you sh-shouldn’t say that. Think about what you did even while living with . . . with . . . without jade in a foreign country. Growing up, everyone made you think your worth was about jade ability, when it’s . . . it’s obviously because of who you are as a person. Your cousins know that by now, even if you were to drop out of medical school tomorrow.” She was so adamant about making her point that she barely noticed the triumph of speaking several sentences together with so few stumbles.


Anden flushed and seemed suddenly engrossed in pushing the shrimp on his plate around in a puddle of garlic sauce. “Thank you for saying so,” he said after a moment. “I hope you’re right.”


“Of course I’m right.” Wen could understand why the young man might be feeling uncertain tonight. Anden’s place at the head table confirmed to everyone that the Pillar had brought his previously disgraced cousin back into the family, but that didn’t mean the heavily jaded warriors and wealthy businessmen of the clan weren’t eyeing him with pity and skepticism. As much pity and skepticism as they likely felt toward her, Wen thought. So much bad luck near the top, they would murmur.


Hilo’s joking orders notwithstanding, it seemed food continued to arrive at a rate faster than it could be consumed. The tables were laden with roast suckling pig, steamed fish in ginger broth, pea shoots with garlic, fried octopus. A band of hired drummers escorted the previous year out with thunderous energy, and two adjacent tables of Fists challenged each other to a drinking game. Niko, Ru, and Jaya came over to hug their parents good night before Hilo’s mother took them inside and put them to bed. A veil of exhaustion was descending over Wen’s vision, turning everything gauzy, seeping into each muscle and gumming up her thoughts.


She noticed that Juen and his wife had left the table some time ago, but now the Horn appeared behind Wen’s chair and leaned over to speak to Hilo. “Kaul-jen. My wife went back to our house to put the kids to bed, but she rushed back to tell me the news that’s on the radio.” He spoke near the Pillar’s ear, but had to raise his voice enough over the sound of popping firecrackers that Wen could still hear him. “An Ygutanian spy plane was shot down by Espenian fighter craft over Euman Island two hours ago. It crashed near the naval base. The pilot survived the landing but killed himself before he could be captured. The Ygutanian and Espenian governments are throwing accusations at each other over the incident and threatening war in the Amaric.”


As Juen spoke, Hilo’s expression did not change much outwardly, but Wen saw the light in his eyes shift from relaxed good humor to disbelief to anger in a few seconds, like a flame turning from red to orange to blue. “Of all the fucking times,” he breathed through his teeth.


“The Royal Council is meeting in an emergency session tomorrow.” Juen looked at the exuberant party in progress. The drummers had begun a countdown to midnight and another cask of hoji was opened. Even Shae seemed to be having a good time. “Should we tell people?” the Horn asked.


The muscles of Hilo’s jaw flexed under the skin. “No,” he said. “They’ll find out soon enough. Let everyone start the New Year in a good mood.” He muttered darkly, “It might be the only chance we have to call down good luck, and we’re going to fucking need it.”


“I’ll speak quietly only to the senior Fists, then,” Juen suggested. “So they’re ready to keep order in our territories if people start panicking about an invasion.”


When the Horn departed, Wen reached for her husband’s arm. She intended to say, “You need to talk to Shae tonight, too. The Weather Man’s office should align with our loyalists in the Royal Council before anyone makes a statement.” Instead, her elbow knocked over a full cup of tea, spilling it across both their laps. When she opened her mouth, nothing came out—she felt as if the words had been shoved back down into her chest. She could only look up at Hilo helplessly.


Hilo used a napkin to blot up the tea soaking into their clothes. “You’re tired.” He stood and drew Wen to her feet. She leaned against him as they made their way back to the house. For the moment, no one was paying attention to them. Nearly all the guests had migrated to the lawn to wait for the display of fireworks that would soon go off over the city. Once inside, Hilo helped her up the stairs and into bed. His hands were gentle but empty of affection or lust as he unbuttoned her elaborate gown and removed it before tucking her under the blankets.


Tears of regret and humiliation stung the back of Wen’s eyes. Years ago, when they were young lovers, she used to spend the entire day in feverish anticipation of Hilo’s arrival. He would come to her at last, a young Fist burning bright with the high of new jade taken in some skirmish or duel. She would make him recount his victories as she undressed him, pressing her mouth to the gems freshly studded into his body. They would have mind-blowing sex, over and over again. How exhilarating it had been, the erotic power she’d possessed over him.


Hilo never brought up the fact that he now occasionally used charm girls, but he made no effort to hide it either. She’d smelled perfume on his clothes a few times, had found matchbooks and mint wrappers from the Lilac Divine Gentleman’s Club in his pockets. She could accept that he paid to have his needs met elsewhere during her long recuperation, but it was too painful to imagine, as she did now, that they’d lost the ability to find solace in each other. On the occasions they attempted lovemaking, Hilo was not himself, either handling her with extreme care, as if afraid of damaging her, or else copulating brusquely, as if engaged in an angry chore.


Hilo turned off the bedside lamp and sat down on the edge of the mattress, staring out the window at the city skyline as the first fireworks exploded high over the roofline of Wisdom Hall and the tiered conical tower of the Triumphal Palace. The flashes of light briefly illuminated his darkened profile, sharpened the pensive lines that did not fit on the face she’d fallen in love with. Outside, the drums boomed and the people at the party cheered the arrival of the New Year.


When Wen was seventeen years old, she’d sharpened a kitchen knife and slashed the tires on her brother’s bicycle. She never told Kehn, who gave one of the neighbor boys a beating over it. After that, Kaul Hilo came around their house in his car every day to pick up Kehn and Tar when the three of them went around town together, junior Fingers fresh out of the Academy, hungry to win jade and earn their reputations. Every day, Wen walked out to the Duchesse to bid her brothers goodbye and to welcome them home. Hilo once laughed as he pulled up to see her standing in the rain. He said she was the kindest and most devoted sister he’d ever met, that his own sister would never do such a thing.


Wen had to admit with some chagrin that she had been a lovesick teenage girl, but she hadn’t simply pined uselessly. A small thing like a ruined bicycle could change fate, just as a stone-eye could tip the scales in a clan war. She searched now for the one thing she could say that would make Hilo turn toward her, the way he used to when he rolled down the window and leaned across the seat with a grin. But she was too weary.


“I have to go back out there,” Hilo said. Wen turned onto her side. She felt the pressure of him lift off the mattress, and when the next burst of light from the fireworks struck the room, it lit empty space.
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Shifting Winds


A special shareholder meeting of the Kekon Jade Alliance was convened six days later. After much political outrage and tense military posturing on all sides, the diplomatic crisis between Espenia and Ygutan had not escalated into all-out war, but in Janloon and other cities across Kekon, there had been panicked runs on groceries and basic supplies at a time that would normally be a period of rest and celebration. The Green Bone clans had been out in force preventing crime and looting in their own districts, but that was a short-term concern. The Kekonese people were contemplating the possibility of foreign invasion for the first time since the Many Nations War. Even clan leaders that hated each other knew they needed to meet.


Shae went over to the main house early that morning and found the children watching cartoons while Kyanla cleaned up after breakfast. “Auntie Shae, we’re watching Beast Taming Warriors,” Ru informed her, pulling her toward the sofa. An animated show about Green Bone royal guards of a fictitious pseudo Three Crowns–era dynasty, who not only had fantastically overpowered jade abilities but who could summon and ride enormous magical beasts into battle. A number of action figures of the show’s characters were scattered on the carpet in front of the television.


Shae sat down on the sofa to appease her nephew. “Where’s your da?”


Ru shrugged, but Niko said, with sudden worry, “Do you think he’ll divorce Ma?”


Shae was taken aback by the six-year-old’s question, coming seemingly out of nowhere, but before she could think of how to respond, Ru jumped on his brother and began hitting him in the shoulders and stomach. “Stop saying that! They’re not getting divorced, you stupid dogface!” Jaya toddled over, giggling curiously.


Niko shoved his little brother aside impatiently without hitting back, and Shae separated the boys to opposite sides of the sofa. “Ru, you shouldn’t use words like dogface,” she told him. Hilo came down the stairs, glanced briefly at the sullen scene, and said, “Turn off the TV, you should be getting dressed for school.” He strode for the door. Shae followed him.


A trusted driver took them downtown in the Duchesse. Hilo lit a cigarette and rolled down the back seat window.


Shae forced herself to break the thick silence that now seemed to descend every time she was alone with her brother. “The boys are worried about you and Wen.”


Hilo said, “Niko worries too much. Who’s ever met a kid like that?”


“It’s because he pays attention,” Shae said. The boy often seemed inattentive, lost in his own thoughts, but then he would say something that made it clear he overheard a great deal of what the adults discussed. “He knows you treat Wen differently now.”


“I treat her just fine,” Hilo snapped. “I’ve always taken care of her.”


Shae wanted to smack her brother. She and Hilo had hurt each other enough in their lives that she was well fortified against his anger, but that was not the case for her sister-in-law, who was one of the strongest-minded women she knew but who lived on Hilo’s love like oxygen. “If you have to keep blaming me, go ahead. But hasn’t Wen been through enough already? Everything she did, she did for you and the clan. Can’t you even bring yourself to tell her that you understand that?”


Hilo snorted as he ground his cigarette out violently in the car’s ashtray. “You’re the last person on earth qualified to give relationship advice, Shae. What about you and Woon?”


The sudden reversal caught Shae off guard as completely as the swift parry and reversal of a blade attack. “What about me and Woon?” she demanded, inwardly cringing at the defensiveness in her voice. “We’re colleagues and good friends.”


Hilo’s laugh was cruel. “And you think I’m the one not saying what needs to be said? Woon’s smart in other ways, but I don’t know why he tortures himself working for you. You should’ve told him how you really feel, or fired him already.”


Shae’s face grew hot. She forgot that she’d begun this conversation about Wen. “Not all of us spew our feelings out like shrapnel, Hilo,” she exclaimed. “Woon and I are professionals, and besides, he’s moving into another role next week.”


“And why do you think he needed to ask for that?” Hilo said. Before Shae could reply, the Duchesse pulled up at their destination. “Forget it. Just concentrate on not letting Ayt Mada and every other Pillar in the room see what a mess we are.” Hilo pushed open the door and got out of the car, leaving her fuming that he’d managed to get the last word. She forced out a noisy breath, then stepped out after him.


The Kekon Jade Alliance was headquartered in a three-story concrete block of an office building in the Financial District, within walking distance of the clan’s office tower on Ship Street to the east and the Temple of Divine Return two blocks to the west. Its blunt, heavy appearance radiated government bureaucracy and never failed to remind Shae that for all the cultural, economic, and spiritual significance of jade, its production and distribution required thousands of people doing mundane work in cubicles. At the security desk, she and Hilo surrendered their talon knives to two Green Bone guards wearing the flat cap and sash of the Haedo Shield clan. They took the elevator up to the top floor in silence. Shae could Perceive the hum of her brother’s aura deepening like a growl. He disliked KJA meetings under even the best of circumstances.


When they entered the boardroom, Ayt Madashi was already seated and talking to the Pillar of Six Hands Unity, the Mountain’s largest tributary clan. Ayt did not glance over at the arrival of her longtime enemies, but her distinctive dense jade aura swelled momentarily as Hilo and Shae walked to their usual seats. The boardroom’s massive circular table had assigned places and name plaques for each representative of the fifteen Green Bone clans that currently comprised the shareholder body of Kekon’s national jade cartel. The arrangement suggested that every Green Bone clan was equal in this room, that they all shared responsibility for safeguarding and managing the country’s jade supply. Nevertheless, the Mountain and No Peak, by far the two largest clans in the country, were positioned directly across from each other, with representatives of the minor clans seated closer or farther to one side or the other depending on their respective loyalties. Whoever had optimistically designed the room to promote a sense of egalitarian cooperation, Shae mused wryly, had underestimated the Kekonese propensity to signal status and allegiance at every opportunity. Four Deitist penitents in traditional long green robes stood silently against the walls, ensuring communication with Heaven and ensuring good behavior between the clans even in this most officious of conflict zones.


Hilo nodded in greeting to the leaders of the tributary Stone Cup and Jo Sun clans, who saluted him as he dropped into his seat. Shae lowered herself into the chair next to him and tried to look elsewhere, busying herself by taking out unnecessary papers, but her gaze was nevertheless drawn unwillingly across the table, to the disfigurement of Ayt Mada’s partially missing left ear. The old scar across Shae’s abdomen prickled. The Pillar of the Mountain glanced in Shae’s direction. Their eyes met for one wintry second. Then Ayt turned back to her conversation.


Ordinarily, the seat to Ayt’s left would be occupied by Iwe Kalundo, the Weather Man of the Mountain, but sitting in Iwe’s place today was a barrel-chested man with graying bushy hair combed back from a ruddy complexion. He wore jade around his left wrist and in his right ear, and his expansive jade aura felt thick and syrupy to Shae’s Perception. He seemed vaguely familiar; who was he? Why was he here instead of Iwe? If Ayt had replaced her Weather Man, she would’ve heard of it.


“He’s one of the Kobens,” Hilo said in an undertone, apparently noticing her confusion. “The kid’s uncle on his ma’s side.” He meant the uncle of Koben Ato, the fourteen-year-old ward and presumed heir to Ayt Mada. The boy had recently changed his name back to Ayt Ato, no doubt so his family could cement that presumption. Shae recalled now that she’d seen a recent magazine profile of the Koben family, but she was surprised Hilo would recognize them. Then she remembered that a few years ago, Hilo had stoked infighting within the Mountain clan by ordering one of the Kobens secretly assassinated, so of course he’d studied them.


Was Koben’s presence further evidence of Ayt elevating her nephew and his family? Perhaps, after years of being dogged by the question of succession, she wished to publicly signal that she was indeed planning for her clan’s future.


Hilo and Shae were among the last to arrive. In minutes, the seats were full and the heavy doors were shut. Floor-to-ceiling windows on one side of the room faced south, letting in ample sunlight, but the air in the room felt clogged with jade energy. KJA meetings were held every quarter, but most clan Pillars attended only the annual vote that determined the KJA budget and set quotas for jade production, export, and allocation. They left the other meetings to their Weather Men. It was only under unusual circumstances that all the clan leaders had gathered on such short notice.


Not everyone present at the table was a Green Bone. Although the clans were controlling stakeholders, the cartel was state run and managed, so there were always other directors and government officials in attendance, along with their aides. One of the jadeless officials, the chief operating officer of the KJA and current chair of the board, Canto Pan, stood up and spoke. “Thank you, everyone, for interrupting your holiday week to be here. May the gods shine favor on each of your clans.” That was patently impossible, Shae thought, since any divine favor shown to the Mountain would be disaster for No Peak and vice versa, but she kept the thought to herself.


“As you all know by now, the Royal Council has issued a statement that has been publicly supported by every Green Bone clan in the country,” Canto said.


The Kekonese government had strongly condemned Ygutan for sending spy planes over Euman Island, which it unequivocally reiterated was Kekonese territory despite the long-standing presence of foreign military “guests.” It urged a reduction in conflict between the two powers through diplomatic channels, but also promised that any attempt by either side to invade or control Kekon would be met with swift and overwhelming resistance. “While Kekon wishes for peace, we remain a nation of warriors unlike any other in the world,” Chancellor Guim, a Mountain clan loyalist, had declared on the floor of Wisdom Hall. “Throughout our long and proud history, we’ve shed rivers of blood for our independence. We are more than capable of doing so again.”


The Espenian government had not been pleased by the harsh tone of an official speech that was, as Hilo put it, “A long-winded, pretty way of saying fuck both of you.”


Chairman Canto said, “We all stand behind the chancellor’s words, but the fearful public reaction we’ve seen in the past few days proves that we have to do more than voice support. With that in mind, I turn the floor over to General Ronu Yasugon, senior military advisor to the Royal Council, who has asked to speak to you directly.”


Ronu stood and touched his clasped hands to his forehead in salute to all the Green Bone leaders. He wore gold general’s stripes on the sleeve of his uniform and jade stones in the steel band of his wristwatch. Shae had met the general before and thought he must be an honorable man with a difficult job, having long ago traded his status in the Mountain clan for a career in the small and underappreciated Kekonese army.


“The Kekonese people were forced to confront reality this week—a reality that military commanders have been pointing out for years.” Ronu stood stiffly as he spoke, hands at his sides. “We are a small country caught between two tigers. For all of Chancellor Guim’s outward confidence that we can resist foreign aggression, the truth is that our modest defense forces would be swiftly and easily overrun. Espenia and Ygutan escalate their military spending every year, but we continue to treat our own armed services as a low priority. Yesterday, I stood in front of the Royal Council and urged them to pass an emergency funding bill that would provide much-needed equipment, training, and personnel to rapidly improve our military readiness.”


“We can’t outspend countries that are so much larger than ours,” pointed out Sangun Yen, the elderly but sharp-minded Pillar of the Jo Sun clan. “Our national security has always depended on a general citizenry populated with trained jade warriors who are ready to fight. The Green Bone clans see to that.”


“Nearly a century ago, that ancient wisdom failed against the might of overwhelming force, resulting in decades of Shotarian occupation,” Ronu pointed out.


“We had a meek and cowardly king at that time, and too many small, uncoordinated clans,” Sangun countered. “It was a dark period in our history, yet nevertheless, we overthrew the invaders. Despite all their sword rattling, would any country today, even a large and powerful one like Ygutan, be so foolhardy as to risk an invasion of Kekon? They had difficulty enough in Oortoko, a place with only weak people. We shouldn’t let this fuss over the spy plane turn into alarmism.”


Sangun’s son, the Weather Man of their clan, nodded in agreement, as did several other Green Bones. Shae had read the opinions of numerous political and military analysts, nearly all of them agreeing that while Kekon was vital to Espenian interests in the Amaric, and thus a logical target for Ygutanian aggression, the cost of invading and holding the historically impregnable island was simply too high to be worth it.


General Ronu said, “The clans may have grown larger and stronger, but we’re facing a far different world than our grandparents did. We’re no longer the only nation with jade warriors. The Republic of Espenia equips its own elite soldiers with jade that we sell to them under the auspices of the KJA. Jade on the black market reaches Ygutan and its vassal states. An improved formulation of SN1 that carries less severe health risks has been in development for some time. The Espenians are calling it SN2, and it will no doubt find its way into the wider world as well.”


Shae noticed that on the other side of the table, the man from the Koben family was nodding vigorously and looked as if he wanted to jump out of his seat to agree.


Ronu’s jade aura sharpened, thickening at the edges as he spoke with urgent conviction. “Oortoko was only the first of the proxy conflicts between the Espenosphere and the Ygut coalition. Kekon cannot escape being caught up in the Slow War. Unlike any other time in history, we have to prepare for the possibility of facing foreign soldiers who can use jade as well as we do.”


The general’s grim pronouncements elicited vexed murmurs from around the table. Despite accepting the revenue from KJA-controlled jade exports without much complaint, at heart, the Kekonese disdain the idea of other races using jade. They console themselves with the knowledge that they remain better at it than anyone else, and that foreigners who wear jade must use addictive drugs and risk an early death.


Ronu could see that he’d struck a nerve. He raised a hand and plowed onward. “The Royal Council can commit to an increase in money and equipment, but only the Green Bone clans can provide jade and warriors. I ask you, as the shareholders of the KJA and the Pillars of your clans, to make a bold show of support for the Kekonese military. We currently receive less than four percent of annual jade production. Announce a special allocation to increase that to six and a half percent, effective this year. And lift the longstanding barriers to recruitment by allowing graduates of martial schools to enlist in the military immediately after graduation.”


A wave of muted muttering accompanied the prickly swelling of dozens of jade auras. It was a bold request, thus far unheard of. Granting it would elevate Kekon’s tiny military to a status approaching that of the Green Bone clans. “Six and a half percent of the nation’s jade is more than most clans at this table receive, and more than the allocation given to major institutions in healthcare and education,” protested the Pillar of the Stone Cup clan. “Who do you propose we take from to give to the army?”


“I’m more concerned about this recruitment plan,” said Durn Soshu, the Pillar of the Black Tail clan. “It’s always been traditional for graduates to swear oaths to their clan. A year or two spent as a Finger is the best thing for all young people.” This time, there were many nods of agreement, although Shae knew the argument was not really about tradition or the well-being of youth. It was by design that the clans took all the jade talent straight out of schools for their own ranks, with exceptions made only for the noble professions of medicine, teaching, and religious penitence.


General Ronu stood with his shoulders back and his expression firm, having clearly anticipated the skepticism he would face. “Unfortunately, that tradition is part of the problem, Durn-jen,” he said. “Green Bones in the national military arrive as recruits with different amounts of jade—granted at graduation, passed down from families, or earned in the clan. They’ve been steeped in clan culture and carry those allegiances into their units. They expect to be able to wear jade however they like and to win more by challenging their fellow soldiers. It’s hard to train them to prioritize corps above clan, to value squad cohesion over individual prowess. I’m speaking as someone who once had to go through that transition myself. To be frank, Green Bones raised and trained in a major clan make excellent fighters, but poor soldiers.


“When I enlisted twenty years ago, I was met with disbelief and disapproval from my family and fellow Green Bones,” Ronu went on. “As a mid-rank Fist, I was told by everyone that I was taking a step backward. That attitude has barely shifted in over two decades. I’m asking you to help me change that. By permitting graduates of the martial schools to enlist in the military before becoming set in clan ways, you would send the needed message that it’s as respectable and honorable to serve the country in uniform as it is to swear oaths of brotherhood to a clan.”


Shae scrawled rapidly on her notepad. We need to run the numbers on impact to both sides of the clan. Suggest delaying vote until next quarterly meeting. She pushed the note in front of Hilo. He glanced down at it, but the Pillar of the Six Hands Unity clan spoke up first. “General Ronu is proposing a consequential change that we need time to fully consider. We ought to let each clan discuss the issue among its leaders and with its allies, and we can reconvene in a month or so.”


Chairman Canto began to stand back up. “That sounds reasona—”


“Surely, if there was ever a time to act decisively to reassure the public of our national unity, it would be now.” Ayt Mada’s voice interrupted the chairman mid-sentence and mid-motion. Every pair of eyes in the room pivoted toward her. “I agree completely with General Ronu that the Kekonese military ought to be accorded more jade, more people, and more respect.”


Up until now, neither Ayt Mada nor Kaul Hilo had said anything. As the Pillars of the two largest clans, their opinions mattered the most and all decisions made in this room would ultimately come down to them. It was typical for experts, officials, and the leaders of the minor clans to speak first if they had anything to say or wished to exert any influence on Ayt or Kaul. It would not have been any surprise if the meeting had adjourned with neither of them yet declaring a position. No one had expected Ayt Madashi to weigh in so quickly.


“Since my Weather Man is out of the country on important clan business and could not be here today, I’ve brought Koben Yiro with me,” Ayt said. “Koben-jen is a successful businessman who owns a number of radio stations and also has relatives in the military, so he has a better understanding than most of us when it comes to the concerns of ordinary civilians and soldiers at this anxious time.”


With his Pillar’s permission, Koben jumped into the conversation like a horse given its head. “I’m honored to offer any insight I can to my Pillar and to the KJA,” he proclaimed in a deep, resonant voice. “The Koben family is a large, proud, middle-class family with many Green Bones and jadeless relatives. Like all hardworking and patriotic Kekonese, we care most for the safety of our families, our livelihoods, and our cultural traditions. What happened on New Year’s Eve has stirred hate for Ygutan, but the ROE presence that has loomed over the country for so long can’t be trusted either. In the end, we can rely only on ourselves.” Koben grew impassioned and jabbed a finger in the air. “That’s why people are looking to the Green Bone clans they trust, hoping for a swift and strong message of resolve.”


Ayt made a small motion with her hand, quieting the animated Koben, who looked as if he could go on, but checked himself and settled back in his seat at once. “We should set an example for the Royal Council by acting unhesitatingly,” Ayt declared with crisp authority. “As Pillar of the Mountain, I support increasing the allocation of jade to the armed forces so long as the redistribution is done fairly, and I agree that national military service should be among the choices Green Bones have directly upon graduation.” She paused, then added, almost as an afterthought, “That is, if my fellow Pillars agree. This is such a substantial change that we shouldn’t enact it unless we’re all of the same mind.”


No one answered her. Even General Ronu seemed to be stunned to have Ayt Madashi’s immediate and unequivocal support. Every head in the room now swung toward Hilo, sitting partly slouched directly across from his rival. Shae scribbled urgently on the notepad between them: STALL.


“No.” Hilo’s answer landed with the weight of a boulder dropped into the middle of a stream. “I’m okay with Ronu getting the jade he’s asked for. We can take most of it out of what we’ve been giving to the temples—how much jade do the penitents really need to talk to the gods anyway?—and the rest from the national treasury. But I won’t change the way the graduates of Kaul Dushuron Academy take their oaths. If you want to do things differently at Wie Lon Temple School, that’s your decision.”


Ayt Mada didn’t miss a beat. “Surely, Kaul-jen, we should act in a unified and selfless way at this time,” she said with calculating righteousness. “It’s only right that the two clans with the most jade and people should give some of what we have.”


“The military is one arm of the country. The clans are the spine.” Hilo’s eyes narrowed as he fixed his gaze across the table. “And not every clan has resources to spare after glutting itself with barukan recruits and black market profits.”


The dense blanket of jade auras shifted apprehensively as attention swung between the two Pillars.


“Baseless accusations will not stop your Lantern Men from choosing a wiser allegiance, nor will it obscure the fact that you’re standing in the way of the country’s needs, Kaul-jen.” Ayt’s aura radiated smug heat as she turned regretfully to General Ronu but spoke to the room at large. “Unfortunately, not every Pillar is capable of putting the nation first. It seems the KJA is not able to support your commendable efforts at military reform, General. Not unless No Peak is willing to reconsider.”


Shae understood now why Ayt had agreed to Ronu’s request so quickly and with no apparent doubt. The Mountain could afford to lose some Fingers to the military. No Peak could not. Any loss of warriors meant it would be less able to protect its properties from criminals and anti-clan agitators, or defend its territorial borders against the Mountain’s recently increased numbers. No Peak was already falling behind financially, and any further loss of confidence on the part of its Lantern Men would accelerate its ruin.


Ayt knew that No Peak would have to veto Ronu’s proposal, so the measure was certain to fail. She’d seized the opportunity to position herself and the supportive Koben family as leaders with Kekon’s best interests at heart, while once again casting No Peak as self-serving and unpatriotic—by now, an old and reliable attack against them that she was not going to abandon.


Underneath the table, Shae bent the pen in her hand so hard it snapped into plastic shards. She was enraged by Ayt’s unrelenting traps—and furious at Hilo. As he had in the Twice Lucky with Fuyin Kan, her brother had seen the danger even faster than she had—but diplomacy was not in his nature.


“Kaul-jen,” General Ronu began, “what would change your—”


“You don’t need a surge of graduates from the martial schools,” Hilo said to him. “The foreigners have less jade and thinner-blooded recruits, but they manage to cook scraps into a meal. Don’t tell me you can’t use all the money and jade you’ve been given to do more with what you already have.”


No one, not even Ayt Mada, could speak with Hilo’s tone of commanding finality. General Ronu fell as stiffly silent as a junior Finger who’d been put in his place by a senior Fist.


“This has certainly been a robust discussion,” said Chairman Canto Pan, bravely springing to his feet to defuse the tension and head off any further rejoinders. “One that I think should continue at the next quarterly meeting, after we’ve all had some time to examine the alternatives and consider how best to support General Ronu’s priorities, which we all agree are worthy despite disagreements over how to achieve them.” No one objected as Canto thanked Ronu and brought the meeting to a close. Hilo was out of his chair at once, striding from the room without another word.


Shae stuffed papers into her bag. She could hear Koben Yiro’s deep voice chatting amicably with the Mountain clan’s tributary allies as she got up and hurried out of the room. Catching up to Hilo alone in hallway, she grabbed his elbow, forcing him to stop and face her. “I told you not to refuse outright,” she hissed. “You did so without giving us the time to come up with a counterproposal. The Mountain is going to spin this against us badly. They’ll make sure we get killed in the press.”


Hilo’s face twisted into a glare. “I’d rather be killed by the press than actually killed when all of Ayt’s schemes finally pay off.” He glanced at the people coming out into the hallway behind them and leaned close to snarl a whisper near her ear. “You want to do this now, in front of our enemies? I’m fighting every fire they set, Shae, and you’re fighting me. The Pillar’s word is final—but you’re not good at remembering that, are you?” Hilo pulled out of her grasp and headed for the stairwell, avoiding the possibility of elevator lobby conversation with anyone else. Shae’s shoulders knotted with frustration as she once again watched him go.


“Kaul-jen,” said a voice behind her. Shae turned to see a tall Green Bone with wire-rimmed glasses, whom she recognized as the Weather Man of the Six Hands Unity clan. He’d been sitting two seats to the left of Ayt Mada in the meeting.


Shae took a covert calming breath to smooth the agitation out of her jade aura as she nodded toward the man politely, searching her memory for his name. He pushed the down button for the elevator. “That was an unusually lively KJA meeting, wasn’t it? Very different from the usual budget discussions,” he said conversationally. “The country may be caught between two tigers, as General Ronu put it, but the Mountain and No Peak are the two tigers of Kekon. Whenever you roar, we smaller creatures run back and forth, trying to decide who’s less likely to eat us.”


The elevator arrived and the doors opened. The Weather Man of Six Hands Unity motioned considerately for Shae to enter first. She eyed him warily as she did so. She Perceived no hostile intent and had no reason to consider the man a personal enemy, but he was, after all, an ally of the Mountain.


The man entered after her and immediately hit the button to close the doors before anyone else exiting the KJA meeting could get onto the same elevator. Shae tensed. Alone in the close quarters of the elevator, her sense of Perception flared. The man’s pulse had gone up. He was nervous, but it didn’t show on his face as he stood beside her and calmly pressed the button for the ground floor.


“Where’s your Pillar?” Shae asked. “Aren’t you leaving together?”


“He’ll be along shortly, after he’s done with his conversations,” said the Green Bone. “We’re returning to Lukang tomorrow morning.” Six Hands Unity was based in the second-largest city in Kekon, on the island’s southern coast. A single drop of sweat made its way down the side of the man’s forehead. “Have you been to Lukang before, Kaul-jen?”


“Yes, though not recently,” Shae said.


“I think you’d be impressed by how it’s grown. You should come visit, when you have the time.” The man extracted a business card from his breast pocket and handed it to her. On one side of the white card was the man’s name, Tyne Retubin, and his contact information. The other side bore the stamped red insignia of his clan, a mark that carried the authority of his Pillar.


“The Six Hands Unity clan would be honored to host you,” Tyne said. “You can call me directly, as one Weather Man to another.”


The elevator came to a stop. The doors opened and Tyne walked out without another glance or word. Shae hung back, so they would not be seen together. She understood that Tyne Retu had accomplished a dangerous task given to him by his Pillar.


Shae slipped the business card into her pocket, fingering the edge of it as if testing the sharpness of a blade. She kept her hand on it as she walked the five blocks to Ship Street with her mind racing. The rectangle of stiff paper might be another trap by the Mountain. Or it might be a reversal of fortune, an answer from the gods that could solve No Peak’s most pressing problems and vault it ahead of its enemies. Six Hands Unity, the largest tributary clan of the Mountain, was interested in changing allegiance.


_______


Woon’s going-away celebration was a casual affair held after work that evening in a private room at the Drunk Duck hoji bar. Many of the clan’s Luckbringers came by to enjoy the food and drink and wish Woon well, but they didn’t linger for long. Woon Papidonwa was respected in the office, but he didn’t have many close personal friends on Ship Street. There was a price to be paid for being the Weather Man’s deputy, a man answering daily to a younger woman, even if she was a Kaul.


Afterward, Woon said, “It was a nice party, Shae-jen. Thank you.” He hesitated, then confessed, “I would drive you home as usual, but I’ve had a few drinks. I should wait awhile.”


“I’ll drive,” Shae said. “You can clear your head in the car.” Woon handed over his keys and Shae drove to the Kaul estate in his car. Splatters of intermittent rain turned into the season’s first heavy downpour by the time they arrived. Shae waved to the guards as she drove through the gate and past the main house, parking Woon’s car at the front of the Weather Man’s residence. Woon got out with an umbrella and walked Shae to the door with it held over both their heads. She let them into the house and took off her coat while Woon shook out the umbrella.


“Wait until this rain lets up and you feel okay to drive,” Shae told him.


She made a pot of tea and brought it over to the sofa, where they sat down together. Woon accepted the cup she poured for him. “I’ll probably drive here after work next week without thinking,” he said. “And I’ll jerk awake at night in a panic that I forgot to remind you of something in your schedule.”


“Don’t do that,” Shae laughed. Turning serious, “I’m glad you’re moving on to a new challenge and will hopefully have more time to spend with Kiya.”


Woon nodded and drank the tea. He hadn’t said any more about his wife’s miscarriage, or whether they were still trying for children. “How did things go this morning?”


After Shae told him what had happened, he leapt to his feet and paced around her living room. “Turning Six Hands Unity would be a huge coup,” Woon said. “Their tribute payments alone would be a significant financial boost, not to mention the manpower we would gain in Lukang. That city is growing fast, and taking control of it would be a far bigger win than the Mountain turning Fuyin Kan or any number of our Lantern Men.” Woon’s brow creased, the dimple appearing on the right side of his forehead as his mind chewed through the same calculations Shae had made earlier in the day. “Could it be a setup? A way to lure us into disclosing information or letting down our guard in some other way?”


Shae said, “I’ve been wondering the same thing.” Tyne had seemed sincere, though. He wouldn’t have been so tense in the elevator if his clan’s fate was not truly at stake.


Woon reversed the direction of his pacing. “We have to pursue this carefully and step by step to be sure it’s genuine before we meet with their leaders or make any commitment. And of course, we’ll have to keep it entirely secret. I’ll start gathering all the information we have about Six Hands Unity, and making discreet calls to our own people in Lukang to learn more.”


Shae nodded and began to agree out loud, then caught herself. “No,” she said. When Woon stopped and turned toward her in bewilderment, she reminded him, “That’s not your job anymore. You have other responsibilities now.” She smiled, trying to soften her answer. “You’ll have plenty of other things to deal with on behalf of the clan as soon as you start in your new position on Firstday. Leave this work to Luto.”


Woon would be the clan’s Sealgiver, a newly created role they’d decided was overdue and would free some of Shae’s schedule from endless meetings. As No Peak’s spokesperson and dedicated political liaison, he would be the primary point of contact with the Royal Council, foreign government representatives, tributary minor clans, and the press. It was a good job for Woon, who could be counted on to convey messages precisely, to understand and hew to the clan’s priorities, to speak carefully to outsiders and never too much.


Her chief of staff had seemed pleased and grateful with the new assignment, but now he protested, almost angrily, “This is too big and important to leave to Luto.”


“You helped to hire him, Papi-jen,” Shae reminded him. “You said he was exceptionally clever and organized and you were confident I’d work well with him.”


“Yes, but—” Woon struggled for a moment. “He’s brand new to the job. I’ve been training him as much as I can, but it’ll still take time for him to learn how to be your Shadow. Turning a tributary clan is risky and difficult—we can’t afford any mistakes. At least let me stay involved and oversee Luto’s work.”


Shae laughed weakly. “Don’t you remember why you asked to leave in the first place? You’re supposed to be working less from now on, not more.” She hadn’t been able to forget what Hilo had said to her in the car that morning. I don’t know why he tortures himself working for you. Woon was insisting on remaining her aide in some capacity because he believed she needed him—which she did. “All right,” she relented, “but have Luto do as much of the work as possible, and don’t let it take time away from your real job.”


Woon nodded in relief and sat down beside her on the sofa. “No matter what my official title is, my real job is always helping you in whatever way I can, Shae-jen.”


The walls of Shae’s throat felt as if they were thickening. She moved closer to her friend and put her arms around him in an embrace. “You’ve already done enough,” she said, resting her chin on his shoulder. “I’ve relied on you constantly for six years and given you so little in return. When we take our oaths as Green Bones, we say we’re ready to die for the clan. But living for the clan, every day, the way you have, Papi-jen—I think that’s even more of a sacrifice.”


A pulse of emotion shivered through Woon’s jade aura. He leaned into her and rested his hand on her arm where it lay against his chest. “I’m afraid that you think I’m leaving my post because I’m tired or unhappy being your Shadow. Or that I . . .” He hesitated. “Or that I expected something more from you. That’s not true.”


Pressure was building inside Shae’s rib cage. She hated that Hilo was right about her not being able to say the things that needed to be said—but she had a chance to change that now, before it was too late. “I could never blame you for wanting your own life back when I’m the one who took advantage of you,” she confessed, glad he couldn’t see her face, but knowing he could Perceive the thudding of her heart. “After Lan was killed, I exploited your grief to pull you into working for me when we both knew you could’ve been Weather Man yourself if only things had been different. I couldn’t have survived on Ship Street without you, but I’m sorry for what I did. And I’m sorry it took me so long to say so.”


Her former aide was silent for so long that Shae began to fear she’d made an awful mistake by bringing up Lan’s death. It was a sorrow they had in common, but that they held individually. She let her arms fall away from him, but Woon turned toward her and wrapped his large hands around hers, holding on to them so tightly that she could feel the throb of his pulse in his palms.


“I could never have been the Weather Man you are, Shae-jen,” he said roughly, his face lowered. “I wasn’t the Pillarman that Lan-jen needed. I did everything that he asked and kept his secrets without question. That was a mistake. I should’ve spoken up, I should’ve confronted him, I should’ve gone to Hilo-jen. But I didn’t. I was happy to be promoted, and even though I knew Lan was injured and taking shine, I left him alone when he most needed me.”


Woon raised his eyes. His normally steady gaze seemed as fragile as paper. “I deserved to die for that failure. I promised myself I would do everything for Lan’s sister that I failed to do for him—I would support her in any way she required, but I would also challenge her, and I would never fail to say things that needed to be said, so she would be the Weather Man I couldn’t be.”


Woon lifted a hand to brush away the tear that had begun to make its way down the side of Shae’s nose. “It wasn’t long before being your Shadow wasn’t a duty, but what I selfishly wanted to do. It hasn’t ever been easy, and there were times I was afraid I’d fail you—but if I had to do it all over again, I wouldn’t hesitate. The clan is my blood, but for me, the Weather Man is its master.”


Shae could not find any words in reply. The rain had stopped and the sky outside was clear. Woon let go of her hands and turned aside to hide the embarrassment in his face. “I should go,” he said, beginning to stand.


Shae grabbed his wrist and was on her feet before he could fully rise. “Don’t.”


A ripple of mutual intent surged through both of their jade auras like a static charge. “Shae . . .” Woon began, his voice strange. Then the space between them vanished. Woon’s mouth was pressed over hers, or her mouth was on his—she had no idea who’d moved first. All she knew was that a flimsy wall they’d been holding up from opposite sides had collapsed between them. She was on her toes, arms wrapped around his neck. Woon’s hands were buried in her hair, cupping the back of her head as their lips and tongues sought each other with a trembling, desperate abandon that lit every square inch of Shae’s body.


She sank straight into desire like a stone into the center of a still pool. It had been a long time since she’d been with anyone, nearly four years, and that relationship had ended in unspeakable tragedy. Yet kissing Woon now, there was no tentativeness, no self-conscious surrender or shock of strangeness, only solid familiarity and a tumbling release as natural as gravity. She felt arousal blaze through his aura like kerosene going up in flames, blinding her sense of Perception with raging heat.


Woon made a low, frantic noise. He kissed her harder and his hands pushed under her blouse, seeking the bare skin of her stomach and back. Their breaths became ragged. She tugged at his belt, unbuckling it and freeing his shirt.


With a jerk, Woon caught her hand and held it still, pulling his face back and staring at her with mingled lust and bewilderment, his chest rising and falling as he fought for control. His aura churned as she stared at him wide-eyed like a bird caught mid-flight.


“Why?” he managed to say. “Why now?” Shae couldn’t tell if it was a question he expected her to answer. Woon turned his face away and shook his head as if he’d taken a blow to the skull and was trying to clear spots from his vision. “Gods, why, after all this time?”


Shae wanted to seize him, to kiss him again, to drag him back into heedless passion, but he was backing away, fastening his belt and tucking in his shirt, unable to meet her eyes. She was stunned by how wounded she felt. “You were my chief of staff,” she said. “We had a professional relationship. And . . .” She thought back on Maro with a queasy stab of remorse. “And we were with other people.”


“Are,” Woon corrected her. “Are with other people. I’m married.” He pressed the heel of his hand to his brow, rubbing out the dimple. Shae had seen him do the same thing when they were sitting in her office, discussing some thorny business issue, and the familiar gesture was suddenly disconcerting to see, here in her house, with both of their faces flushed and clothes askew. She was so accustomed to Woon being her stolid and unflappable aide that the past few minutes seemed as if they couldn’t really have happened. But looking at his deep-set eyes and firm mouth, his broad chest and long arms, she felt an odd wonder that it hadn’t happened earlier.


“I should go,” he said, this time with conviction.


Numb fear swirled into a cold ball in the bottom of Shae’s stomach. She’d ruined their friendship, lost his respect and affection. She was terrible with men, she decided, truly the worst.


Wordlessly, she dug through the pocket of her jacket for his car keys and handed them over. When their fingers met, the ache of longing and confusion running through Woon’s jade aura swept into her Perception, charging the momentary touch in a way that seemed wildly out of proportion considering the threshold they had crossed. “I’m sorry,” she whispered miserably. “I shouldn’t have—”


Woon cut her off with a violent shake of his head. “Don’t,” he said. He picked up the umbrella by the door without looking at her. His shoulders were bowed. “Good night, Shae-jen,” he said, trying and failing to sound normal as he opened the door.


“Good night. Drive safely.” She tried desperately to think of something to say to mend the situation before he was gone, but came up with nothing.


She stood by the window and watched the headlights of Woon’s car come on. After they receded down the driveway and were lost to sight beyond the gates of the family estate, Shae dragged a blanket over her shoulders and sat in silence, drinking the rest of the tea, now bitterly oversteeped and cold.
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A New Friend


The Clanless Future Movement met twice a week in the Little Persimmon lounge. A year and a half ago, when Bero had first climbed the narrow staircase to the dim second-floor room, he’d found only three men playing cards. Tonight, roughly thirty people were clustered at the bar and around the small tables, drinking brandy and smoking, passing around pamphlets printed on thin gray newsprint paper.


Outside, the ever-present street noise of Janloon rose from a murmur to a torrent as people got off work and spilled eagerly into a warm spring evening, but the Little Persimmon’s few windows remained purposefully closed. The hanging red lamps over the black bar and small dance floor shed a hazy and claustrophobic glow over cautious faces. The daring attack on the Double Double casino four months ago had attracted prospective revolutionaries, but it had also made it more dangerous to gather. The No Peak clan had not managed to find the perpetrators, but it had energetically shaken down every known criminal outfit in its territories and spread the word that it would reward anyone who led them to the culprits. The offer was great enough that Bero was tempted to turn in Guriho, Otonyo, and Tadino himself, but they would likely rat him out in return before they were killed.


Bero made his way to the cushioned red benches along the wall and sat down between Tadino and a young woman wearing a pink scarf. He placed the backpack he carried on the ground between his feet, careful not to let its contents clang against the floor. Tadino nudged him with a bony elbow and whispered, “You brought the stuff? We’re gonna go out after this and fuck some shit up, right?”


Guriho and Otonyo weren’t planning any new dramatic actions. They said everyone should lie low for a while and focus on growing the CFM’s numbers. But Bero and Tadino still went out occasionally with spray paint and crowbars and did what they could to damage clan businesses, always moving around between neighborhoods and without any pattern. They were like fish biting a whale, but that was how it had always been for Bero. He was used to being on the bottom. Paint could be cleaned off and windows repaired, but it still cost the clans every time. More people would see that Green Bones could be defied, even by small fish.


Guriho stood up at the front of the room with a clipboard and began speaking into a microphone. Every time Bero saw the man, he thought of a goat in a sweater. The mixed-blood Oortokon had small eyes and a long, coarse beard. He breathed heavily and paced as he spoke, and he always seemed vaguely unkempt. But he was an energetic speaker. “Jade is said to be a gift from Heaven, but it’s a curse from hell and its demons. All over the world, people use it for evil. Here in Kekon, everyone lives under the tyranny of the Green Bones. In Shotar, barukan gang members wear jade while committing extortion, murder, and rape. The Espenian military’s jade-wearing soldiers turned Oortoko into a war-torn wasteland.” Guriho shouted, “And who controls jade? Who sits at the top of this pyramid of violence and corruption? The Green Bone clans of Kekon.”


The crowd muttered its angry agreement and people stomped the floor in applause. The woman next to Bero was sitting forward at the edge of the bench, listening intently. She was pretty. Very pretty. Too young and pretty for a crowd like this. She had short, sexy hair and milky skin and slightly parted full lips.


“Hey, what’s your name?” Bero asked her.


She turned to him, her eyebrows rising with suspicion and curiosity. It was a reaction Bero was accustomed to receiving from women, on account of his youth and his crooked face, which made him ugly but also suggested there was something interesting about him, that he might’ve been deformed in a duel or battle.


The girl with the scarf hesitated. “Ema,” she said.


Bero would like to believe she was flirting with him by giving him a diminutive personal name and not her family name, but he knew it was only because no one at these meetings wanted to identify themselves. The crowd was an unlikely assortment of people from disreputable backgrounds and those with radical agendas—“new green” who wore jade illegally, ex-barukan, shine addicts, students, and political extremists such as militant Abukei rights activists, anti-dueling proponents, and anarchists. There was even, Bero noticed with surprise, a foreigner sitting near the back of the room. Many of these people would hate each other if they didn’t hate the clans more.


“I’m Bero,” Bero said to the woman, even though she hadn’t asked for his name in return. She’d gone back to listening to Guriho, so he nudged her and added, “I used to have jade myself, you know. A lot of it. I always had to be on the run from Green Bones. The bastards nearly killed me, more than once. They’re the reason my face is like this. I’m lucky to be alive.” He could tell from her brief, irritated glance that she didn’t believe him. “It’s true. Let’s go for a drink later and I’ll tell you.”


Guriho glared in the direction of the whispering and Bero fell grudgingly silent. Guriho held up one of the pamphlets that were being passed around. “The Manifesto of the Clanless Future Movement,” he declared, and cleared his throat before beginning to read in a solemn and self-important timbre. “In the eternal fight for a more just and equal society free from the predations of the powerful against the weak, the goal of our noble struggle is the liberation of the world from the destructive influence of jade and the end of clannism.”


“That sounds very good, philosophically,” interrupted a gruff, accented voice, speaking above the rest, “but what can you actually do against the clans?” Everyone turned. It was the foreigner in the room who’d asked the question. He was a short, muscular man, with a large nose, hooded eyes beneath a heavy brow, and curly hair the color of rust. Despite being out of place in the gathering, he emanated a certain physicality and intensity of gaze that Kekonese people who are accustomed to Green Bones recognize as the sign of a formidable man, a man who can fight. The way he addressed Guriho was not aggressive, but there was challenge in his tone.
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