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Chapter 1: The Last Perfect Thread

––––––––
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Thrum. Thrum. Thrum. At once, the cry of a world in fair harmony, the pulse of the Great Loom, the pulse too of Lian. It throbbed in the smoothness of the ironwood of the open-air shop, the monotonous, rhythmic echo of a great tribe at work.” To the Weavers, it had been the very lifeblood of their Conclave to hear their sound for generations, this living symphony of the whisper of silk and gentle jingling of the jade weights. Lian was seated in this symphony, with her eyes cast down, and with a rhythmical pace, breathing in and out. She was within the Stillness, the trance through which she had passed through her center, out her arm, down to her loom of the thousand shining threads. Every strand was a soul, with a distinct sound of its own, and she had to ensure that she made a harmony out of them and that, too, in one unbreakable chord. It was the art of Blade-Silk, a cloth not to keep the blistering sun off the shoulders, but to serve a purpose, a shield, a weapon, a legacy. In her present employment, a ceremonial armor of the Imperial Guard, she bore out her skill, and it was a masterpiece of tradition and power.  And as she wove, another and chill
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quality was beginning to murmur in the river—a discord that threatened to tear to shreds not only her work, but the fabric itself of her world.

To Lian, the senses were a thousand fine pollen antennules, reaching as she did to the verge of her soul, and into the threads before her. She did not put the colors in her eyes; she felt them. Red, the crushed winterberries, Full of fierceness, sang of boldness warm. The powdered moonstone that was silver was as cold and resonant. And her fingers, supple, callused with a life-long toil, were not simply working the shuttle; they were the writing fingers of an orchestra of life power. She could taste the river qi, a soft, motherly vibration through the air in which she breathed, through a current that seemed to have permeated the silk, bringing its power. It was witch-clean air, and witch-earthy, with the smell of wet river-stone and of the honey-perfumes of the moon-orchids. It was natural, harmonious beauty in place, where the craft was a part of the view, much like the river itself.

It was the most complicated thing she had ever had her hands to do. Blade-Silk was a weave that not only required the finest possible technique, but also the awesome contact with the Qi of the world and unforgiving inner discipline. The design, a shield with an intricate interlace of interlocking symbols, was older than the pattern she wove, a design called the Shield of the Ancestors. Every symbol, a prayer, a guard, a muffled past. She could sense the hands of her grandmother, and her grandfather, and a hundred other weavers since them, at work in her own. It was a heritage of power and continuity running in her, a kind and comforting stream.

There was a slight shudder in her forearms. And there was a single bead of perspiration which followed a course down
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her temple and was indicative of the diligent, exhausting work. This was not magic at all. It had been the upshot of a whole life of sacrifice, of an exclusive interest which had taken away so much: easy companionship, unoccupied time, the liberty to follow each sun up the next available mountainside. Yet it was well worth the money. And the pride that was growing in her bosom was a cold fire. This was an Imperial Guard appointment, an honor which had been granted to no weaver in her family within a generation. A compliment to her talent, her determination, her completeness.

Her eyes still closed, she twitched. She heard it, one strand, a centigrade out of tune. A disharmony in that great symphony. It was minute, a moistening of the immense chorus of the weave, to her it was a shriek. She had not been able to brush it off. And at once she broke The Stillness; her eyes opened, blinking, and she undid the two inches of work remaining. It was a slow, torturous, and annoying work, but to do otherwise was impossible. One weakness in the Blade-Silk was that it was very costly to the life of the warrior wearing it. That could not be taken as her legacy. Her work had to be perfect, and she could not just settle for being quite good.

With a great breath, she pulled at the loose end and again proceeded with the repairing of the broken threads with the greatest attention.

There was a jump in the rhythm, this time with a harsh finality that could not be overlooked. In the symphony of the shop, there crept in a sour note most delicate, borne on the very stream of the Qi of the Great River. It was not a sound so much as a feeling—a little dissonance that filled up the harmony and left a piquant taste in the air. Lian opened her eyes with a start, and her heart felt as though it had to skip a beat. The
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Stillness was taken away by an underlying tense uncertainty. The shuttle rattled upon the loom frame, and the sound was an intolerably vulgar intrusion.

Out of the shadows behind her issued forth a figure. Elder Mei was old, old, old, the map of wrinkles on her face beautiful, the century of weaving gnarling her hands. But her very movement was soft and powerful, and she had an unsettling effect with a measure of authority. She did not inquire as to what was amiss; she said so as a matter of course, and her eyes went over the loom and the river beyond.

The music is troubled, her voice was like a rustle of dry silk, which had in it the burden of a century of wisdom.

Nothing—, Elder, is Lian trying to get her composure back? She took the shuttle and her fingers trembled a little bit. Only a little tiredness. It takes much attention on the last threads.”

Elder Mei had a creepy look, with her eyes as ancient pools of wisdom. With a troubled face, she put a hand on the edge of the loom. She touched gently, yet with very deep weight. Weariness hath no souring of the Qi of the river, child. I have had weeks of it. An illness trickling up through the lower valley. Then of their city.”

Their stuck in the air like a gross mist. It was a forlorn company of merchants and engineers, building a city around a very deep mine of coal, the oldest in the kingdom, who were called the Sunstone Syndicate. The city was the testament to their progress pursued, a concept which Lian and her Race willed spellbinding. Here was noise and smoke and cold ambition, here the earth was not a living presence to be woven in upon, but a substance to be exploited.

And Mei talked of the Syndicate with sullen despair rather than with hate. She referred to their technology as a scream,
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brute force ripping apart the fabric of the world instead of enfolding and entwining with it.

The ice constrained in Lian burned in his chest. We do not feel them to be weavers. Butchers they are. They smash the heart out of it, open it up, and allow the blood to trickle away into the river to nourish their clattering, lifeless devices.

There can only be poison in it, Elder,” said Lian, her voice edged with feeling. They are putting poison in the river, in the Qi, and the Emperor is permitting it to happen in the name of... advancement! She curled the last word out with a curse, and her knuckles were white where she held the shuttle. It was an entrenched hate on a personal level. To her people, the ‘progress’ of the Syndicate was a mockery of all they had labored to fashion a seamless part of, an abuse of nature, the natural world adorned and lit into.

There was an intense, piercing look on Elder Mei. Yeah, thine senses are sharper than most, Lian. You first always get the Discord. It is a trait of a bloodline of a Riftwarden. An encumbrance gift.”

Lian winced; the term Riftwarden rang its sour note. It was the name that the people of her people used very sparingly, a name which she did not wish to be saddled with. I am a weaver, Elder, and my voice was strong. Nothing further.” But she was not so stupid as to suppose it. A germ of doubt; a disturbance deep down inside, she had to admit, had been thus sown by the Elder. She was not merely a weaver; she was more, a sensitivity such that she felt the pain of the world more than anyone. It was a ghost she had struggled to obscure, and it was her heritage which she had attempted to overlook. It was the way of peace and harmony to be a weaver. Being a Riftwarden was the calling of a warrior, a watchman, a guardian against the very malady
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now moving as a river.

Lian set the conversation aside, and her decision stiffened. This discord would not have corrupted her work. She would so complete this cloth of beauty and order, a rebellion against the anarchy of the Syndicate. And she closed her eyes again, and drew a deep breath, and drew her own Qi to a quivering point, a wisp of sheer concentration. She carried in her hand a small obsidian knife whose handle was bound in a silk woven by her when she was still a girl. This was the last of the magic, a working-over to cut the finished bolt of Blade-Silk off the loom.

When she put all the Qi she could muster behind the knife to make the final, clean cut, the sour note again returned with a vengeance. Not merely did it break the song, but it screeched through the song, an appalling, dissonant noise which interfered with the harmony of the workshop. The roof of the way, the river, the loom itself—it melted away. The world that her weaving had allotted to her was swept away, to be replaced by an antagonistic, lurid, disconcerting barrage of sensation.

Some strong, acrid, smoky smell of burning coal and ozone stifled her. Smoke and metal smell, rust and hot brass were thick in the air. It was a roar of deafening, arrhythmic metal against metal, the shrill cry of grinding gears, and a low gut- wrenching roar of a furnace at ignition. A cold—a cold that had nothing to do with temperature-went over her. It was cold, of ambitionless haste, of logicalness of living. It was empty and seemed like a black hole that sucks the warmth and Qi out of the world. A single, overwhelming consciousness—a mind, like an unknown razor, sharp, brilliant, and quite implacable— was what she experienced in the rabble. It was an inhuman
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something, a mind that regarded the world as not so much to be harmonized as looted. And that was it gone as speedily as it had arrived. The vision flashed away, and the workshop world crashed in again in dizzy swoon.

Lian fell backward, the sight vanished, though its after- images lingered in her perceptions. The obsidian blade fell upon the ground, and its tinkling tune was a discordant prefig- uration of the phantasmal illness. Her workroom, her refuge as it were, where she always went when in need of a rest, was stained; the radiance was overshadowed by a reminiscence of that dreadful cold. Elder Mei was at her side immediately, no longer worried, but with a terror of a primitive age on her face. She said, there was a sweet tune the world sings that is overlaid by the voice of the machine. She was talking about the born listeners, of the ones who are born to hear the fingernails on the strings, the born to fix the broken strings before we tear them apart. Lian gazed up at the completed bolt of Blade- Silk sparkling on the loom, lovely and complete, edged with harmony. Its beauty was nevertheless not a source of pleasure to her. All that was left to her was the unattractive rattle of the vision, a phantasmal ash of it on her tongue. She looked down at the obsidian knife, and afterward her hand moved to her belt, where the wee woven knife was sheathed, that was perfectly balanced and would draw blood—the first thing she had ever woven. Her heart grew quiet and cold with a vow which was a promise of ash and broken peace. She knew that she could not tell, but this she knew: this—let them make their machines. Let them have their racket. A weaver will tell you about a single and just just-right, just-right-placed thread that destroys a far more complicated tapestry. And one, perfect cut may quench any shriek.
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A tearing, metal snapping noise. It was the click of a pneumatic valve seating, a very certain puff of compressed air as the huge limb of an automaton meshed into position. To Kaito, it was the voice of truth. It was not a voice of a prayer or a hint of some voice, but pressure, leverage, and cold, inexorable laws of physics. It was the opposite of the kindly thrum of the Weavers, a sound with which he was very familiar, especially with the heart of his world, a world ordered by precision rather than by music. He was in his chamber of observation, a barren, austere room of polished obsidian and brass, his sort of fortress, his sanctuary. He looked down through sheer reinforced glass onto the main sales floor of the Sunstone Syndicate, a world of stupendous size and grim efficiency.

The music, here, was industrial, an oppressive piece of strength. The heavy beating chimes of the automaton shops and the high hissing of steam valves, the keen, weird note of Sunstone crystals being sawn, and the unwearyingly low clatter of abacus beads as the foremen figured out quantities of production—all these could be heard together in a chorus of
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advancement. And beyond the reinforced glass was a golden- brown smog in the air, a creation of the same civilization that had long since left behind wood and moonlight, a broiling mist full of the angry white light of raw Sunstone energy cores.   Below,  huge jade-and-iron automatons were being put together on an endless conveyor belt,  its shape more functional than aesthetic but having an utter brutality about it that appealed to a more logical order of perfection.

The air inside the deck was sterile, filtered, and still had a bit of ozone and that smell of hot metal, which Kaito had long come to identify with certainty. He was stationed in front of a huge slate board, his equivalent of a loom, on which, other than art, he had in chalk, suspended elaborate schematic figurations and formulae. He was not in a trance; rather, he was in a state of hyper-awareness, so that a dozen pieces of information were being processed simultaneously. Pressure gauges and energy output monitoring sections made up his visual symphony as his eyes vigilantly swept them over. On a brass control dial, he twisted a minute feeler, and the ten-ton automaton leg beneath shifted a millimeter to the left, fit smoothly into position with a din that was like the explosion of an entire galaxy. To a weaver, it was an insult to nature. It was the cause and effect of Kaito. The reasoner had the ingrained seclusion of a fortress, and sentiment could not establish itself there. He did not view the world as a song, but as an edifice of interrelated systems, of problems that needed solving. His role in incriminating the weavers in Qi-weaving he regarded not as malice, but rather as a kind of pitying sense of contempt—a sense that here you had a useless, sentimental, hopeless art. A Guild he remembered, one said he had read in a history book: they sing to the river, we make the mountain move. One was a prayer, a call to duty
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to a fickle world. The other he knew was an answer.

He gave one perfunctory order by speaking-tube. “Pump the heart.” The skeleton of a man was sliced in half; the raw Sunstone crystal, the size of a man’s torso, was placed into the chest cavity of an automaton below. It was not softly glowing when lighted but wicked-looking, bone-dust, teeth-black fire, sprang with a blinding force, and the whole thing shook with pent-up energy. This you did not coax and develop by magic, but you broke, and used it to a higher end. A subordinate radioed up to him, and his voice travelled across the comms on the floor. Sir, the flux resonance on the main conduit is erroneous by point-oh-four per cent. Will I temper?” Kaito waited without turning away, the board, putting a flick of chalk across his sub’s calculation. There was a brief silence of the voice under which the subordinate testified to the new setting, awe creeping into the tone. Kaito instantly computed on his own. He did not have to look.

He was not popular, he was respected, he was feared, but always stood alone in his high tower. His relations were business, and did not involve any sympathy. They honored his intellect, his vision, but they could not comprehend his ambition. He was not merely constructing machines: he was remodeling the world in his own lighter likeness of logic, order, and might. He thought that he was rescuing the empire from its stagnant sentimentality. He was creating new destinies, destinies in which solutions were found through formulae, not prayers. A world where the world belonged to man and not vice versa.

A gentle, sweet ring, completely unsuitable in the din of the industrial landscape, came out of one of the devices on the wrist of Kaito. It was his alarm, something that would break
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through the clamor of his world each time with a meditative, persistent tune. There was still a trace of cold propriety that wore a mask in his face. He waved his subordinate away, put on his hat, and sauntered to one of the unmarked doors in the back of his observation deck. It led neither to another office, but to a little, muffled, and frigid apartment. This was the core of his stronghold, the motive of his atrociousness.

At the center of the room was the Chrono-Stasis Chamber, which was a sarcophagus of perfect brass and crystal and vibrated gently with low but constant sound. An exquisite line of frost on the outside was hung with the pale blue light of the room. Suspended in that glow in the air was his younger sister, Elara. She was perhaps fourteen and did not seem dead, but slept most peacefully. A usual, finely woven white blanket had been stowed around her shoulders, within the frozen chamber. It was a piece of silky blue stuff, of an old Weaver pattern of river-lilies. It was the object that was the sole object of beauty in all the world Kaito lived in that was not functional. There was a memory, a momentary picture of his mother, a woman of a lower Weaver line, giving it to Elara, years back. It was a leftover of a world that he was attempting to make obsolete.

Now Kaito was moving with a reverent dexterity. His insu- lated gloves pulled on rigid but exact fingers, and the frost on a tiny monitoring panel in the room. He monitored her vital signs as well as the power consumption of the chamber and the integrity of the Sunstone core by which powered. Here, he did not think of reason; he thought of love and failure. He recalled the Qi-fading, a magical wasting jealous of a new life, which had quite menaced to swallow up his sister, to sap the marrow of her bones.  His motherfolk, the weavers, had prayed, and their potions; he had a remedy.  He had been advised to put
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up with destiny. But fate, he considered, with a hand on the chill crystal, was only a system of rules which you are as yet unfamiliar with. I will study them. I will break them up.

He saw his own hands come up, peering out at him through the gloves. There was a slight, black filigree of veins towards his wrist, a preoccupation of Sunstone infection of his youthful, brash experiments, that throbbed nearly invisible. It was a physical cost he was paying to his work, which he never told anybody. He was not only combating the fact that his sister was going to die, it he was also being sacrificed bit by bit to an inexorable god of progress. This also made him a more tragic, compelling figure, a guy who would ruin the world to preserve the one person he loved.

He was doing his checks when a clanging, discordant alarm bell sounded through the observation deck. No soft chime, but a klaxon, a voice of disaster, tearing itself through the desert quiet of the room. And he surged out of the room as the door hissed throatily behind him, and his face was fixed up again into the mask of the Chief Engineer.  He did not have a bad Qi or a spiritual ailment. He observed it. A score of dials were spinning clear into the red on the main monitoring board.  The picture of the Sunstone Dam project, which was a monumental piece of engineering work that was bound to utilize the energy of the river, was winking away danger signals. PRESSURE CASCADE. CONTAINMENT FAILURE. QI-REVERSAL IMMINENT.

He did not feel the terror of it, not recoil; only the cold analytical fury of analysis. The world was not working out. He shouted a quick-firing volley of orders into the speaking tube, his aim to cause emergency stops, transfers of power, and stabilization of the system.  “Report!  How about the
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main regulator? The voice was a knife of pure command, he demanded.

At the tube came a panicky voice that split under static. It does not answer, sir! The strain is outrageous! It is- [ Sharply interrupted by a crackling roar of static and followed by silence.

Their project had been lost. He did not perceive the disaster as a spiritual violation, and he perceived it as a grotesque and beautiful equation spinning out of his control. He had imagined the physics of it—the energy waves piling up and up the Amazon, the displacement of tons and tons of water, the exact tonnage of toxic Ash-slag that would have been blown out. It was logical laziness, and that to him was a sin.

Immediate danger passed, and a dead, echoing silence re- mained.  The dam gave a flatline on the monitors.  Kaito was standing there in the silence with his fists clenched; his knuckles were white. He had been unsuccessful. At last, an issue of which he could not take effective command, into which he could not learn in time the rules of a system, was one with which he had had to deal. The insignia of the Imperial Herald sprang up on his private’s comms before he even had time to start digesting the failure. An order of a joint inquiry. The Syndicate was sent to get him to represent it. His assistant referred to the Weaver representative whom he would meet. It was a plain, hand-drawn drawing of a young woman with intelligent, defiant eyes that was projected onto a screen. Weavers Conclave, Lian. Lord of Blade-Silk.

Kaito looked at the image and made no visible expression. He did not see an individual, but rather a variable. An obstacle. The material fact, the walking memorial of the sentimental, inefficient tradition which he had to overcome—the tradition which was the sustenance of his sister. He bent across and was
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reflected on top of her in the mirror. He had had the cold hand of failure on him moments before. It would not feel again.

A weaver.  Instead, they send a poet to solve a problem in physics. This will be monotonous.
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Lian was lying on the cool wood of the workshop, and the obsidian knife stayed beside her. The ringing in her ears still tolled with the echo of industrial scream, a virtually invalid sickness fitted into her senses. The air itself hurt, was heavy, thick with unseen malice. Her hands, wrinkled for a hundred years of weaving, supported his centenarian body from a sitting position. The elder’s countenance was grave, and Lian could tell from it that things were going to be far worse than she had feared. This was not me getting a dizzy spell. This was true.

The first indicator was a new music in the world. The steady hum of the Great River, their lives’ steady beat, dropped out. It was replaced by a low guttural growl from downhill, a noise like a hurt animal dragging itself through the valley. Then a silence more awful than any sound fell upon them. The coda of river frogs ceased. The songs of sun-larks were brought to a mid-melody halt. The buzz of the dragonflies receded to nothing. The unnatural silence was a blankness into which life had disappeared, a black sheet upon which a melody had been written.

[image: ]




CHAPTER 3: THE RIVER RUNS GREY



––––––––

[image: ]


Lian and Mei hastened to the edge of the platform, which stretched high above the river valley, before the workshop. The jade green water of the Great River was changing somewhere far in the distance. An oily line of slate grey that thickened like that of the slug, was creeping upward stream against the stream. Rather, it was not only dirty water. The river was even fading— its soul smothering in this advancing, creeping, poisonous tide. Other weavers burst out of their workshops with their faces a garbled confusion of fear. The social rhyme of the looms was ended. There was a hush of anxious voices speaking and people pointing out to the river. What’s that? one whispered. “The river... It is bleeding,” another one (or rather voices) cried in despair. It is the Syndicate filth!” shouted a man, his voice thick with a sorrow which was already hardening to anger. It was blame at once, instinctive. It was no great secret to them. It was their worst fears over Sunstone technology made true. The evidence they had always feared was now trickling upriver straight to their doorstep.

A boy ran up the track in very terror over the lower farms, and his face was pale with terror and stained with tears. It is the worms! Crying aloud, thin, high-pitched. “They’re dying!” Lian chilled. She knew what farm she meant. The Liu farm and its owner were old family friends, a lady who had some of the most colorful and healthiest Qi-productive silk worms in the entire Conclave. But the answer of the boy was a knife to her breast. It was not a theoretical calamity. It was a personal attack on arguably the most valuable asset their community had, their very way of life.

Lian did not ask questions. She ran with a start down the twisting stone passages, and Elder Mei followed as fast as ever her aged legs could go. The trip in itself was an indicator

[image: ]

BLADE OF THE SILK

––––––––

[image: ]


of the creeping horror. Vibrant moon orchids that had been protruding from the path just an hour back now were drooping, with a sickly brown tint. The air, sweet with river mist and the odours of flowers, was sharp, with the smell of something chemical, ozone, and steaming hot wet metal in the vision of Lian. It was an odour that sickened, the stench of death and putrefaction which should not have been in their world of living harmony.

There was still destruction of sorts on the Liu farm. The worm food, the life-giving mulberry trees, were shedding a black, oozy sap, which fell about the blighted earth beneath. Carnage reigned in the long, shallow trays in which the silk worms were controlled. Not fat, glittering worms, but limp and grey of color, some of the worms oozed into a rancid mush that covered the bottoms of the trays. The others that remained alive were shivering with the least semblance of life, their gorgeous, luminescent cocoons now dark and calcified.  To a community whose whole culture and economy were founded on silk, this was like a famine, a plague, and a desecration on the same day. We were witnessing the disappearance of the life of their village.

Lian saw her friend Mistress Liu kneeling before a tray, endeavoring to stimulate one little worm to eat a new leaf, her hands shaking with so great grief that she could not weep. Her little daughter, Anya, whom Lian had seen since her infancy, was cowering there at her side, coughing, her face dreadfully pale. The child thrust her hand into a bucket of water drawn out of the river and pulled it back immediately, exclaiming that it stings. Lian kneeled at the bucket. She needed not so much to feel it to know that it is true. She could smell it. The Qi of the water had not only been removed, but turned and
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turned, struck into irrevocable and vigorous negation of life. The dam was a magic poison, which was known as the Ash Slag. It was antithetical to life force not only by corrupting the natural world but also by assaulting the natural object of life. The child was herself touching her Qi with little and flitting merest tangencies, and this Qi it was she could sense being felt upon her like a rain upon her by nearness to the poisoned atmosphere. This was not the pollution; this was an act of magical war. The loss of her friend and the community descended to cold, intense anger. This was the damage she could believe, and it was personal, and it sealed her hatred of the Syndicate.

Even as Lian, with her own Qi, strove to heal the sick child, an excluded act of which desperation was fraught with desperate risk, which she must conceal under all, there came another sound. It was the sharp business-like tread of muscular feet and the sharpness of Imperial armor. A palatial skiff, propelled by harmoniously proportioned Qi sails, came down upon them and quietly touched down next to them. The Imperial Herald was a representative of cool impersonal power. Parting the great cloak, his armor mate and burnished and immaculate, he seated himself on the bench of wood, with the impassive face of a creature wakened out of stone. It was all so hideous to him, looking round at the ruin of the scene, so unlike the mortal distress and confusion of the weavers.

He flourished a scroll. His voice was strong, official, and utterly lacking in sympathy in reading the Emperor Decree. He talked about “keeping the Imperial harmony,” delighting that there should be no faction warfare, and a common examination. The phrases were political jargon, which were nothing in view of their tragedy.  They were an in-your-face.  Nothing was
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more of an insult to the weavers than the decree. There had not been an investigation to tell them who did it. And to send their greatest weaver to “consult with” the “butcher” who engineered this was, in the case of the emperor himself, like a betrayal.

In a voice as raw as a voice can be, the voice of Mistress Liu broke out on the stilted silence. “Collaborate? On your Lian to cooperate with the monsters who poisoned my child?

Nothing changed the face of the Herald. It is not retaliation that is the desire of the emperor. Their Chief Engineer will be sent by the Syndicate. You will send your Master Weaver. And you will trace the cause, and bring an undivided cure.” No one called the name, but Lian could read it between the lines. The genius and the pitiless intellect she experienced in her visualization. The builder of this venom, whose finger had brought the chill of death to the core of their world.

The weavers went into silence. Refusal to accept the decree meant disobedience to the emperor, an impossible treason. To acknowledge would mean to endorse their being killed; it would mean to invite the lion to his den. Every eye was directed at Lian, and looked at the girl with a load of hope and fear and silent begging. Lian gazed back and forth between the dreadful child and the cold eyes of the Herald and at the bolt of faultless Blade-Silk hanging on her warp. It happened almost instantaneously that she decided. It was neither a diplomatically wise nor a cooperative decision. This was not the decision that anybody wanted. She was by no means accepting a peaceful mission. She was receiving a hunt. And her back was straight, and now her face was cold and hard as the obsidian knife with which she cut her threads. She looked squarely at the face of Herald, A fire of defiant silence glittering
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in her eyes.

Weavers Guild conforms to the will of the emperor. I am going.”

The Herald nodded, satisfied, and, in his mute skiff, went off. Elder Mei went up to Lian with a look of concern. Child, this is dangerous ground. You enter the center of the machine.”

Lian wheeled around and looked across the fading river. She was no longer the peaceful artisan at the beginning of Chapter 1, the peaceful weaver of harmonious silks. The reality and the vision of this disaster had made her something new, something sharper. The heart that had been congealed with grief and anger had made her stop being a creator and had turned her into a warrior. He believes this to be a physics problem. A negotiation. I will school him on the fact that, as you poison a river, you poison its people. And when you start up at one of the families of the weavers, you do not come across a poet. It is an encounter with the blade that her whole life-long effort has aimed at perfecting.
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The atmosphere in the little room was chill and motionless. It was still early in the morning, and the sun had not come up yet, and she had moved already and was engaged in a sort of preparation. This was not a matter of preparing: it was a business of arming herself to go out to war. Those nimble, strong fingers wrought with a certain antiquated intent, in strong contrast to the smooth, easy stir of her weaving. It was not steel armor that she wore but silk. Then she clads her forearms with bracers of her own Blade Silk, so cool and smooth on her skin, and yet harder than iron. A second skin, a fierce shell that she had made of her work. Then she put on a plain dark tunic, of the color of river stone when it had been raining, and a pair of trousers of the same hard-wearing stuff. Insignia of her Guild embroidered on her breast, where the only adornment was that one, that she considered perfect, the one, the great loop, loop of a silk worm. Anything he wore proclaimed personality, proclaimed a mission, made a promise under cover.

In her mind swarmed a fort of cold fury where she had
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sequestered her sorrow to set in its place a single, persistent purpose. She revisited the picture of Anya, the unwell kid, coughing on the poisoned air, a pale face constantly flashing back in her mind to remind her of the stakes. She drew to mind the dying silk worms, the stinking mush into which had been formed the bright lifeblood of their community. This fueled her. And that I happened to be a woman did not mean that I was being sent to the negotiations; the young lady was being sent to remove a poison. She wondered what was going to happen when she met the man, when she met the Chief Engineer of the Syndicate.

“He” was not a person to her; it was a personification of the cold, screaming nothingness she had experienced in her vision. He was a god in a sense, nor could he be reckoned with. She could not permit herself to consider him a human because then she would be injured by compromise.

A shadow had crossed her doorway, and, at a glance at her small satchel, which she made a last review before she went, she realized that the sunlight was fading. Mistress Liu, looking pale and drawn, stood there with red, swollen eyes. She did not talk. She just handed Lian a little, awkwardly made band of brown silk: the kind they made with their hands. Her daughter, Anya, made it. The weaving was on the loom, and the colors were muddy, exactly the opposite of perfection, such as Lian does. It was an article of bad, creative, sentimental information that never lay in this world of cold reasoning and sharp corners. But nothing was more important in her hand. Show him,” the voice of Mistress Liu was raw and hoarse with the pain of her sorrow. Display the handiwork of the machines of the emperor on our children to Uncle. A browned bracelet to fit the small of the hand, and that had been heavy as any mail. It was not
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a reminder but a burden, something physical on which she could lay her hands to remind her of the physical pain she bore. Lian pinned it to her wrist, one with her uninjured blade, Silk bracers. This was in contrast to a promise. This gesture made her cause penetrate a most human, emotive reality.

The time to the meeting point was short but had an impact. Lian went either by Imperial Skiff, which was a Qi masterpiece of weaving. Silent as the specter on the water, it slid forward, and through many little squares its sails shot the harnessed breath of the wind. The trip was somewhat of a parting gasp, a last fresh breeze. This altered, beautiful, music-making technology made a startling contrast with the remembrance of the industrial scream in her vision. No strain was made to heave the skiff through the water, to thrust it between the rocks; the skiff had not to defile the breeze; it made itself a companion to the river, a creature of the same rhythm. It reminded her of the type of world she was struggling to achieve.

Imperial Waystation was the epitome of forced neutrality of the Empire. It had been a bare, functional, grey, imperial stone building, located on a rocky island in the Great River. It was halfway between the soft, natural beauty of the Conclave and the gritty, industrial mess of Sunstone City. It was nothing in itself, a forgettable vacuum, a place with no establishment of identity, intended to impose a fake order. The interior was ultra-contrast. The architecture was harsh and angular, but a rich interior embroidered Weaver tapestries, some price- less, some several hundred years old, describing historical happenings, a feeble attempt at homage on the part of the Empire. It was dry, nay sterile air, with such smells in it as of polished stone and a spice of metallic metal since the armor of the Imperial bodyguard is of very delicate metal. It was an area
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