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In a world without color, illuminated by a
silver sun...

She is willing to fight for one man unto
death...

Another is willing to die for her.

 


Praise for...

Lords of Rainbow

 


“In a world devoid of color, the woman
warrior Ranhé swears herself to a mysterious nobleman traveling to
the exotic city of Tronaelend-Lis, the City of Dreams, where a
decadent brother and sister rule as co-regents in the absence of
the land’s true ruler. When an evil being representing true
Darkness threatens the safety of the colorless world, Ranhé is
drawn into a spiritual journey in search of a legendary phenomenon
known as Rainbow in an attempt to find a way to defeat the dark.
The author of Dreams of the Compass Rose brings to life a
unique fantasy world in which lost colors hold the key to
salvation. Nazarian’s fluid storytelling and vividly drawn
characters make this unusual fantasy a good choice for most
libraries.”

— Library Journal

 


“Nazarian creates a unique civilization and
populates it with heroic archetypes who stand on their own.
Extravagant language reminiscent of Dunsany and even Tolkien adds
to the legendary feel. . . . an innovative premise,
consistent world-building, and appealing heroes mark this as the
work of an emerging talent . . . readers may find
themselves heralding a new star of fantasy fiction.”

— Romantic Times Book Club

 


“To read Vera Nazarian’s Lords of
Rainbow is to be immersed in a dream, wandering through a
wondrous, shifting landscape where the sun shines silver and the
world is rendered in an infinite palette of subtle grays, filled
with glimpses of sublime loveliness and glorious color.”

— Jacqueline Carey, author of
Kushiel’s Dart

 


“. . . like all of Vera’s
stories—strange, poignant, and exquisite. . . . her
novel about a world without color—strange when what she writes is
so colorful.”

— Marion Zimmer Bradley

 


“In Lords of Rainbow, a current of
liquid prosody carries us deep into the heart of an exotic city—and
deep into the heart of an extraordinary woman. But every character
is a vibrant revelation in this luscious, variegated realm of light
and shadow. All emotion rings true in this place, and all truths
shine with prismatic complexity. At once brutal and tender,
transcendent and visceral, Nazarian’s lush fable enthralls.”

— Terry McGarry, author of
Illumination

 


“Vera Nazarian’s second novel, Lords of
Rainbow, is a delight, full of the rich imagery, the humor,
lyricism, adventure, insight, and delicious eastern fairy tale
flavor that readers first met in Dreams of the Compass Rose.
Nazarian gives us a tale wove out of color—unpredictable, funny,
wise, and always entertaining. She’s a talent to watch.”

— Sherwood Smith, author of Crown
Duel

 


“Nazarian’s world is not a typical fantasy
setting—it’s set in a world that didn’t know color until the
appearance of a strange new sun. Her story is filled with adventure
but it also works on a much less physical level, with very strong
characterization and an almost poetic feel to the
prose . . . I suspect that weeks from now the images
that I retain will be from Nazarian’s bizarre otherworld.”

— Science Fiction Chronicle

 


“I found myself aching to read the book again
after I had finished it. The style is new and fresh in the fantasy
genre, it breaks fundamental rules with wild abandon and carries it
off superbly.”

— Donna Jones,
SFCrowsnest.com

 


“Lords of Rainbow is an enjoyable read
with surprising character twists and vivid, although black and
white, description . . . it’s a book that pulls you
in and makes you believe in a real monochrome world and a fantasy
that grabs you and takes you away.”

— Shirley Gibson Coleman, SF
Romance Online

 


“Vividly described in rich prose that
entrances like a magic spell, Lords of Rainbow will resonate
with readers like the stories of childhood. It is not only prefaced
with a lovely and accessible poem, it also reads like poetry. Thus,
when taken as fable, there is much in this book to love. For in the
end, we find a twisted Cinderella tale where an ugly, common girl
can be elevated by noble spirit, and a city can be transformed by
magic.”

— Stephanie Dray, Strange
Horizons

 


“The novel therefore works on three levels—it
is simultaneously an examination of the nature of faith, of the
nature of power, and of the relationship shared between those two
things; and in these examinations, with a story set against
foreboding conflict, Vera Nazarian finds great potency and great
relevance to the world we live in today, despite the unfamiliar,
haunting, and ultimately unforgettable locale of her tale.”

— Daniel James Wood, The Green Man
Review

 


“But no mere words of mine can convey the
experience of reading Lords of Rainbow. Just believe me, and
read.”

— John Grant, Crescent
Blues
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First came Werail of passion red,

Then Melixevven full of joy

That gave the orange tint to things.

The third was radiant Dersenne

With yellow light of sacrament;

Then Fiadolmle, young and free,

Embodying all birth in green;

Koerdis shone with blue of truth,

And violet love was Laelith.

Yet far the greatest of them all

Was bright Andelas who ruled
white.

For they were all a part of him,

Until the Rainbow fell.

 



PROLOGUE

 


You!

Yes, you, with the bright eyes. I offer you
a mystery in a series of veils. You will lift them up, seemingly
without end, until you come to the center.

Lifting the first, outer veil, you see the
sun. It is steel and silver. It begins to sink like an old ship
through the churning mass of cloud and mist, casting
half-light.

There, can you see it?

Yes, that is sunset. Hard to believe, but
you must recognize it for what it is.

Molded from that poor light, the sunset
methodically smears the sky. Soon, the whole world is drenched in
it. Dull and blotched with gray leprosy, the sky is without a frame
of reference.

And now, behold black. Ah, how rich it is,
how utter and raw, as it begins to pull inward from all the
sky-edges.

Soon, black will wrap all of the sky in a
parcel.

Beneath the sky, chaos. Rock and tree limbs
thread ascetic members into fathomless seething earth. Lesser
things emerge past the roots of their greater wood-fleshed kin, and
anemic shoots are sent to the sky. There is an unresolved hunger, a
clamoring cry without sound.

And now, you must blink. Clear the one
illusory veil over your eyes.

Can you see the motion?

Good.

It is the wind. One ghostly presence in a
gray dream place.

And there are others. Dark streaks of birds
speed through warm milky vapor. Their form is variegated grayscale,
and they produce sound. Whistle-notes carry far on the wind, and
pierce you. They sail the low mists of the early evening, and sink
in the high trees.

All ephemeral. Dusk beginning to settle.
Dusk is a web of mist and monochrome silver that erases lines
between boundaries of contrast. Predecessor of absolute night.

But you know something is wrong.

Something is lacking. A singular
essence.

There is no color.

Well?

Did you think that was all? That I would
give it all away before the Phoenix of your imagination had even a
chance to lift its eyelids, ruffle its wings, and soar into the
winds over this different world?

You were wrong.

So, listen. . . .

 



PART I

 


The Inn

 



CHAPTER 1

 


Ranhéas Ylir was
alone in the wilderness, and she bristled with steel. There were
twelve daggers hidden in impossible places about her body. At her
waist was a sheathed thirteenth one intended to be seen. And at her
left side, phallic, hung a prominent sword.

Even in this remote place, they would think
twice before challenging someone well-armed. But you must never
reveal the full extent of your arsenal.

And yet, up ahead there was that sound.

She heard it rise in dissonance above the
chord of living forest silence. It was a sound of the unknown;
likely, it signified danger.

But she was arrogant. She was Ranhéas Ylir,
and she continued to ride along the path toward it.

Or, maybe she just wanted to be hurt.

The path was narrow, and the wild tangle of
growth was all about, sharp skeletal branches just missing her
face, trees arching overhead, graphic apparitions against a fading
sky. Creatures moved in the heights, and occasionally she imitated
their sound, humming. But her throat was parched, so soon enough
her voice would fade into silence.

The horse underneath her was a ghost, poured
from shadows. The rider herself also seemed to vanish into the
background—nothing but eyes in a mutable face, a blink, the manner
of a quick darting bird. Her bleak hair was gathered into a braid,
and tucked in nondescript darkness beneath the travel coat. Her
jacket, trousers, and threadbare boots were of a vaguely masculine
shape. Beggar dress.

The sound coiled at the back of her
mind.

She noted the path ahead. It was dissolving.
Within minutes, all vestiges of contrast would fade into the
absolute night.

There was no fear, only wary professional
reflex. She was alert, ready, in her ever-present paranoia, an
intensity of perception that never left her, never allowed her to
underestimate the environment. For this was a remote place. And
ahead was that sound.

Listen . . .

At first, only the cicadas on both sides of
the trail.

Then, like a filigree lacework of shadows,
trees thinned before a clearing. Likely, a major road ahead. She
slowed the horse to a near-silent walk, and continued forward.

About a hundred feet in the distance,
through the whirling mist, came human cries.

They were oddly ritualized male high-pitched
screams, shrill and emotionless. It triggered a memory, and she
thought of the battle shrieks of known military groups—which one,
she wasn’t sure yet. This was intermingled with several female
cries, quickly muffled. Then, a clash of metal, more voices, most
cut short abruptly.

Choices danced in her thoughts.

Temporarily lose the path and ride around
this inconvenience. Of course, there might be an ambush off the
path. Or else, ride ahead, and you may be in luck. A nest of the
lawless, preying upon helpless travelers. These innocents might pay
well for your interference just now.

Or, here might be clan war. Or Guild war.
Crossroads are notorious for such idiotic enactments.

As she considered the options, the sounds of
violence dwindled. That new silence caught her attention.

A rhythm beginning in her temples, she urged
her mount into a faster pace.

Foolish bitch.

The trees ended at a crossroads, where the
trail merged with a wide, well-traveled road. The road receded like
a ribbon of pure darkness against the variegated gray of the
forest.

Her heartbeat pounded, yet her posture
appeared lazy.

In the clearing somewhat off the road stood
a fine closed carriage. Around it, a small battle was being fought
to its near end. The forms were all silhouette, unreal against the
low mists.

A pale-cloaked rider. Half a dozen black
figures. Surely, they were animated caricatures of some other
reality. The other half of the dozen lay sprawled along the grass
of the clearing, off the road. Masks covered
faces. . . .

Could it be?

Bilhaar!

The Assassin Guild itself.

No, impossible. Look closer, idiot, look.
You must look again, and for that reason you must
approach. . . .

The Guild is legend. It does not exist. It
is an ephemeral dream of fear, a bit of illogic to fill a gnawing
need for the occult in the minds of those who are weak.

Ranhé was affected, quickened. She had to
know.

Bilhaar were purported to be deathless. They
were, supposedly, like that intangible called black. They carried
curiously hidden swords, and remained silent under any torture.

Obviously idiocy. Black does not exist,
and neither do Assassin Guilds. These creatures before her bled
and died, and moved like human puppets do in times of combat.

But she could not be sure. Not when there
had been eyewitnesses to other Guild “activity,” elsewhere. If
these were indeed Bilhaar, she would love to have the chance of
finally seeing a living breathing Guildmember.

Barring that, even a corpse would do.

But first, her attention was upon the rider
fighting against them. This one had alone slaughtered half a black
pack.

Just at that moment, stifled female cries
came from the cloaked interior of the carriage. A black figure
moved, and the murdered driver slumped in his seat, dropping the
reins, while the impeccably trained horses stood their ground
without bolting, like poised marionettes.

On the other side of the carriage, the gray
rider remained in the saddle, at the same time barely moving his
long blade—swift and methodical as logic. Before her eyes, one more
Bilhaar was dispatched cleanly, with the same minimum of effort.
They were on foot, and trying to unseat him, coming from all
sides.

Ranhé paused in the shadows, hesitating to
involve herself. He didn’t appear to need help. Indeed, some would
only be offended.

But these Bilhaar creatures learned from
their mistakes. The remaining five dropped back. Regrouping, they
broke in pairs, while the fifth retreated to wait in the shadows.
As the mist moved gently, two black forms went into a feinting
dance, to maneuver the mounted gray stranger in one direction,
while he hesitated for one instant. The remaining pair went for the
carriage.

That was the moment for her to act.

A poor drawn-out attack, black ones,
she thought. Whoever the hell you are, you’ve wasted lives. Your
first target should’ve been the occupants of the carriage.

In absolute silence she drove forward, at
the same time drawing her own long blade, and then became
quicksilver.

In such moments, the world does not exist.
Everything whirls, and only details, both relevant and extraneous,
become magnified. The carriage was before her, trimmed with dull
gleaming metal and some heraldic symbols (normally she’d know those
symbols, but now was nearly night, and her focus was
re-directed).

Just ahead, two black backs. One Bilhaar she
felled soundlessly, not bothering with the tactics of honor. She
used not only the blade, but her bare hands, slipping her hand
against the back of the neck and then twisting, as she’d learned on
the streets. . . .

The other, his partner, turned, was aware,
screamed that terrible trademark cry and focused on her—only to be
answered by terrified female screams from inside the carriage.

Part of her wanted to laugh, while on
another level another part of her became very cold and separate.
It, that part, was moving high above the trees on soft cobweb
wings . . . while she struck and parried and then
thrust with her blade, feeling the resistance of flesh, feeling
steel tear through muscle and grate against ribs.

And then the pale-cloaked man noticed her,
paused, and it nearly cost him his life.

Or maybe it hadn’t. She merely saw his
stilled face. And in those instants of rich detail, she observed
the shape of gloved hands, dying half-light reflecting off jewels
clustered on fingers.

“To your right!” she cried, and he turned to
avert and parry a Bilhaar sword. Then, like a methodical butcher,
he slashed in turn, and the black man fell.

A nobleman. Bejeweled fingers. A
self-confident fool. Where in hell are your bodyguards? thought
Ranhé while she cut the throat of the black assassin before
her.

No. . . . Do not think of it,
of what you are doing.

The gray man dispatched the last one of the
pairs. The fifth had disappeared into the forest, she knew. His
task as the last living of his set would be to report back, and to
take the honorable Guild punishment—or so rumor had it.

Silence, and the world came back into focus.
The clearing was littered with anonymous black bodies. Ranhé became
aware that she breathed again.

Death . . .

Breathing harder than she, the gray stranger
moved to dismount. He crouched, saying nothing, and wiped his fine
blade on a Bilhaar’s dark garments, then walked quickly to calm the
two horses of the carriage. His own trained mount followed like a
familiar.

Stench inside me, so familiar,
death.

Ranhé also dismounted, and bent to clean her
own blade against a dead man’s black cloth. Because of the gray
stranger’s turned back, his lack of acknowledgment, she wasn’t sure
how to proceed.

Temples pounding.

Slowing down.

She sheathed her blade, then remounted and
slowly rode up to the carriage, her horse fastidiously stepping
over the bodies and sniffing nervously.

“May I be of any more help, sir? Are you
hurt?”

Her voice had an uncanny quality. So steady,
so matter-of-fact after what had just occurred. She heard its
falsity as she was floating one moment outside her body, and the
next, inhabiting it. Her tone was polite and cloaked, the kind she
used with prospective customers.

The gray one had dark long hair. It spilled
like a bit of the road darkness past the folds of his hood. And as
he turned to regard her, there was at last a face, one of
aristocratic refinement.

“Thank you for the help already given,
freeman,” came a voice devoid of emotion. “And no, I am
unhurt.”

The keenness, the elegance of his features,
as if wrought of candle wax. Impossibly distant. It reminded her of
temple statues with their beautiful chilling asexual faces. She
tensed with the effort of remembering what bloodline might have
produced this likeness. For, this man’s Family was surely one of
the Noble Ten. His eyes were absolutely opaque in expression.

He is taking my assistance for granted. And
he doesn’t yet know I am a woman. Not that it really matters.

The closed curtains in the carriage window
moved, and a veiled matron looked out.

“Is it over?” sounded a shaking old female
voice. “Elas?”

“I am unhurt, aunt, everything is fine. They
are gone.” He spoke to reassure, this man called Elas. How
differently he addressed the old woman.

“Ah—all Tilirr be praised!” the dame
exclaimed, breathing with difficulty and holding a kerchief to her
veiled face, as though she could shield herself from it all.

Stench is
rising. . . .

“You’re both very shaken, aunt,” he said
immediately. “And Lixa? They didn’t touch—”

“No, of course not! No one got through.” The
old woman sputtered with indignation at the very possibility. And
then she noticed Ranhé.

“Good evening, madam,” said Ranhéas Ylir.
She herself now resembled but another shadow in the encroaching
mist, and the old woman responded in fear.

“Who is this, Elasand?”

“A friend, madam. You are quite safe,” said
Ranhé.

“Yes, a friend,” said Elas, giving Ranhé a
vacant look. “This honorable stranger came to aid us, and has very
likely prevented harm from befalling you and cousin. He fought to
protect your carriage.”

The old dame’s tone warmed immediately, and
she moved her veils aside to observe better. Ranhé could at last
make out a wrinkled face and eyes squinting in relief. “Then, sir,
we’re much in debt to you, aren’t we, Elas? What’s your name, good
sir, to whom are we obliged?”

“It’s no particular matter, madam,” said
Ranhé.

At that moment, a younger female, completely
unveiled, peeked from behind the curtain, saying, “Mother? Is it
over?” And then she saw Elas. “Cousin? You are unhurt?” she said to
him faintly, “What of the driver? I am afraid he—”

“I’m fine,” he said sharply. “But he is
quite dead.”

“Oh. What will you do?”

“What do you think? What should be done with
this unfortunate man?”

“I don’t know.”

Ranhé observed this peculiar stilted
exchange, noted the young woman’s wooden voice. Her rounded face
had an odd expression, difficult to fathom, like the moon seen
through the fabric of passing clouds.

“Incredible, but he appears to be our only
loss,” spoke Elas then, turning away suddenly from the woman in the
carriage, and continuing with his back to them all. “Even the
horses are untouched.”

“You are very lucky,” said Ranhé. “One would
think Bilhaar are usually better organized. Another time, and your
horses would’ve had broken ankles, all. It appears your superior
ability took the attackers by surprise, my lord. I wonder, were
these really the Assassin Guild? We should take the masks off the
dead and observe their faces.”

He turned again to look at them, and his
gaze paused on Ranhé without seeing her. But before he could speak,
the young female in the carriage leaned forward, illuminated by the
last vestiges of gray sky glow, so that Ranhé could at last see her
widened keen eyes.

“No!” she exclaimed with horror. “You
mustn’t look at the dead, oh gods, no!” And then, added with
peculiar barely repressed violence, “Who is this woman?”

The dame squinted again. “What? Indeed, it
is a woman! Oh! And you have a sword, too, I could’ve sworn—”

Ranhé thought she saw some evidence of
awakening in Elas’s expression. He focused on her, fully at last,
and was evaluating her. But not a muscle moved in his face.

“Then we must ask your pardon for our
blindness, besides being indebted to you, freewoman—”

She was amused. “My name is Ranhéas
Ylir.”

With a faint smile he said, “I am
obliged to you.”

“No need, my lord, to be obliged. My help
was minimal, and you were doing quite well without it. Besides, I
only indulged my own caprice. I was curious to fight the
legendary Bilhaar.”

As though he did not hear her, his hand
moved to his belt, and he drew out a small pouch.

“Will this silver be adequate
recompense?”

“Sir, really now, you offend me. I ask for
nothing.”

“And in your refusal you offend me.”
His smile was delicate. “So then, freewoman, take this. I have
little time to argue.”

With the last words his even tone had
acquired an edge of irritation, and he extended the pouch to
Ranhé.

“Yes, my dear,” added the dame. “Take it!
Oh, but please, you must. We cannot be thus indebted in honor—”

And the other female in the carriage also
nodded, looking at Ranhé with her keen frightened eyes. She took
quick shallow breaths through slightly parted lips that
nevertheless did not tremble. Only in that rhythm of breath was
there a sense that cloud-shadows of emotion were passing over the
moon-face.

Think of a certain empty purse, idiot
bitch, considered Ranhé, seeing all of them watching her. But
there was a little angry beastling within her that now stirred.

And so she smiled at them, a thin smile, her
hands stilled in a firm grip on her horse’s reins.

“I would, my lords,” she said in a little
voice, “rather remain unoffended, and you likewise.”

“If you will not have it,” he said, “then so
let it be.”

And he tossed the moneybag to the ground.
The dark satin pouch landed with a clank on the chest of one black
corpse. Everyone stared at it.

“Whatever you choose to do, I have paid, and
we are acquitted. Once again, my thanks.” He turned away, sure of
what she would do next.

Only, that was not the thing to be, to be
sure. Not with Ranhé.

“My lord!” she called loudly, while sudden
violent anger started rising in a mass of smoke and veils and
uncontrollable darkness in her throat.

The dame and the young lady watched her from
the carriage.

Elas had turned away, and had begun pulling
at the body of the driver in order to take his place.

“My lord, I choose my own terms of
acquittal.”

What the hell is making me say it, what the
hell . . .

He paused and turned to stare at her.

And she grinned at him, a skull’s grin. “So
then, let the dead man have it—for funeral expenses? I choose to
take nothing from you.”

And before she allowed her mind to register
the two women’s confused faces, or the nature of the expression in
his eyes, Ranhéas Ylir turned her back on them. She rode away in
the northwesterly direction along the big road, leaving the small
trail behind, before anything else could be done.

She was remotely aware of the fact that she
fled without real cause, leaving behind a reasonable payment.

Even in their generosity they reek of
pride. Keep your money and choke on your highborn arrogance,
she thought, as an excuse for her own loss of sense.

And then, But why did I not take the
money? Is it not because of my own pride? So then, I choke
also.

Night, silver-hued, was almost fully upon
her. She tried to put the encounter out of her mind. But the memory
of striking down those beings, those so-called Bilhaar, was
bitter.

Indeed, the roiling darkness was still
settling in the back of her throat. . . .

Something was not right.

In the black roadside foliage, cicadas and
evening insects worked up a comfortable cacophony of sound.

She felt sorry for that old matron and the
young woman, her daughter. Alone, without a bodyguard or reasonable
escort. What damned arrogance.

The thoughts refused to leave her.

And then, one old familiar thought
surfaced.

What does anything matter anyway? I have
killed again.

Ahead of her, the oblivious night sang.

 


 


I speak of veils and
mysteries, and here is another.

Ranhéas Ylir.

For several years now, she had crisscrossed
the West Lands—settlement and wilderness—serving as a guide,
bodyguard, messenger, scout, spy, scribe, interpreter, and anything
else conceivable.

Rumor had it that she could speak, fight,
portray anything.

She was nondescript, young in appearance,
yet she had been thus for years. She was cultured, when needed. Or
she became rough-hewn like a child of the gutter. She was
lighthearted, loud-spoken, and frivolous. Or she was deadly
serious, intellectual, and fastidious in her attitudes. And maybe
she held, of all things, a distaste for spilled blood.

Aside from that, nothing in the world seemed
to be of great consequence. She had no concrete values—or, if she
did, they appeared as mutable as the wind, those of a chameleon.
She also admitted no ties of any sort, nor—however odd this may
sound of a mercenary—could she be bought, although she made it a
point to sell herself and was in demand.

Ranhé claimed no relation to nobility. Her
roots stemmed from the big City, mercantile and clerical. Or maybe
even the gutter. What more that could have meant, no one knew, for
she was a storyteller. Indeed, one might think she had
spread the bulk of the rumors about herself.

Most likely, she was a madwoman, or at least
someone on the fine edge between clarity and disturbance.

In the capital City, Tronaelend-Lis—the
place, it is said, of boundless dreams—she had done business
countless times. Tronaelend-Lis was chaotic as any big city is
bound to be, always in need of one or more of her talents, filled
with gems and rabble, seething with motion like a boiling kettle of
fragrant soup. Opportunities surfaced like bubbles in that soup,
and it was there that Ranhé absentmindedly made her way now,
finding, as abruptly as always, her purse light as a dream.

Now, a curiosity about that purse. Despite
being adequately paid for her work, she remained vagabond-poor.

Ranhé was not a spendthrift like some
others, who would squander their earnings on urban pleasures. She
was not known to drink spirits that distorted the mind, or gamble,
or even purchase erotene favors.

But after a good earning, she was often seen
passing out easy gifts, allowing dull metal coins to leave her
hands as quickly as they came. And ultimately finding herself
without means every time, Ranhé only laughed.

“I can be rich any time,” she spoke
flippantly. “I could have an estate, a house in the City, all
illuminated with white light, finer than any of the great
villas in Dirvan. And maybe I will. Or maybe, I won’t.
Maybe”—she would let her eyes turn strange—“I would rather have the
silver moon.”

But now, moon or no, her purse was light
again, and she, moved by an inborn restlessness, was on her way to
Tronaelend-Lis, and opportunities.

She was now but a day’s ride away from the
City. At the last settlement she passed the other day, the local
woodsmen suggested she follow the small trail northwest to shorten
her way, and that a lodging place would be reached by evening of
this day.

They had spoken in uncomplicated ways, the
locals, with nothing beyond the ordinary in the pale silver faces.
Their clothing was drab; their skin had been turned dull and coarse
in the gray sun-glare, and at the corners of their eyes it crinkled
like rice paper. They were merely weather-beaten, like all the
others who lived at the edges of the wilderness and were attuned
only to its natural rhythms. And unlike them she sensed other
things in the air, brewing—subtle things that swept past their
awareness. Things they would never know to tell her.

There was a crispness, a sense of change in
the wind, and it required a sixth sense to feel its encroach.

And death . . . But no, don’t
think. . . .

Merely a deepening of twilight.

 


* * *

 


The philosopher,
sitting in one of the lightly shaded groves of the Outer
Dirvan, watched two ebony swans float upon the mirror surface of
a small pool. He was not too different from the numerous other
philosophers in the City—of some learning, yet not particularly
literate; introspective, yet easily distracted by outer beauty
(such as now—oh, the swans!); hungry for revelation about the
nature of truth, yet somehow afraid that revelation might really
come, and what would he do then? And, like most of his peers, he
pondered the phenomenon of Rainbow.

There existed a common set of thought
regarding that unfathomable event of about four hundred
years ago—if indeed it did happen. Belief was customized, altered
according to one’s nature. Yet essentially, the postulates were
twelve in number.

And so the philosopher recited them one by
one in his mind, like mantras, at the moment without new insight,
yet hoping that the concepts might flower suddenly within him.

 


* * *

 


Postulate One: Rainbow is Fulfillment.

 


* * *

 


Deileala Grelias,
the Regentrix of Tronaelend-Lis, brushed a cool finger along the
lower back and buttocks of the naked young man lying prone before
her on the great silken bed. Shafts of silver sunlight from the
window fell in curving patterns that defined the shape of his body.
In response to her touch, she watched a tensing of his skin over
muscle, movement in the haunches.

So equine.

He turned his dark head toward her, and his
eyes were drowsy, long-lashed.

“My love!” he whispered. “Where have you
been? I’ve come here, waiting almost an hour now, after your
summons.”

His words conjured double meanings.

The woman standing before him, petite but
statuesque, and always aware of double meanings, regarded him
silently for several moments. She did not really hear him.

She wore an insubstantial pale dress, more
like a piece of thin gauze than any real garment, wrapped around a
voluptuous body. Nothing could properly conceal it, and she would
never try. Veilings only emphasized her flesh—as veils are wont to
do, to aggravate the mystery of a surface which had a sheen to it,
textured like an apricot’s skin, delectable silver velvet.

“I’m sorry, my pet,” she said at last, in a
voice like well-fermented mead. “It was terrible, simply terrible
of me to forget. Just that the idiot Minister said there were
people to see me, of all things, and he wanted my
opinion—something like that. And you know, sweet, that as much as I
loathe that court foolery, it’s not to be avoided. Especially the
giving of opinion.”

The youth missed the knife-edge of her
words. He was too consumed with watching her in helpless adoration.
He watched her pale eyes fringed by acutely dark lashes, sculpted
arches of brows, and her bountiful hair, indefinite like shadows,
and soft like a cloud of dandelion. Oh, how well he knew it.

And yet, did he?

There was something severe and perfect in
her profile, that reminded him, always, of who she was—a creature
chiseled out of marble. And who he was to her. It was even there in
the crevices of her lips, that reminder of marble wreathed by
dandelion; soft and hard things bound together.

Her lips were his obsession. Whether in his
dreams, or even when he was in fact biting them insatiably, it was
never enough. Sadistic intensity distorted his thoughts.

Ah yes, his thoughts.

Such they were, such unusual perverse
thoughts. He couldn’t ever have even imagined harboring them,
before he was singled out by her, and became her pet.

The Regentrix exuded power. The power was
profoundly sexual, positive, masculine. And yet she was completely
female, overwhelming with her sexuality, so that her lovers, no
matter how skillful, always managed to feel inadequate. Possibly
because the act of copulation presented but a diplomatic challenge
for her, and she expected more as a result of that ultimate release
than was humanly possible. The youth was well aware of all this, of
how he, too, would at one point be inadequate for her, how—

But for now, there was only the moment.

She leaned somewhat over him, and her oval
breasts, bobbing lightly, moved forward against her thin garment. A
twinge of jealousy passed through him when he reflected that all
could see her thus, her wonderful flesh, and she flaunted it before
every “idiot” minister and imbecile courtier.

Deileala noted the nature of his glance.
She, as always, was in no hurry, but loved to savor the experience,
more aroused by the expectation of coital play than the actual
act.

She reached out again, this time touching
his upper arm, lingering against its surface. “Linnec, sweetling,
get up and help me undress, will you?” Her words were a bored
caress, while the young man moved immediately, trying to control
the beginning molten-lead sensation in his lower parts, to relax,
knowing how much she disliked the hurried act.

Exuberance rising.

She stood motionless, falsely passive, while
he untied the several thin laces on her back and on both sides. His
hands were beginning to tremble, barely touching the planes of her
unusually slender waist and suddenly expanding hips. She was like a
wasp.

He felt an uncontrollable pang down
below.

“So beautiful . . .” he
whispered, over and over, his words breaking up and beginning to
run together into a muttering stream, his hands lingering more on
her flesh than the laces.

Molten lead. Head spinning, breath becoming
shallow.

“Ah, yes. . . .” She exhaled,
relaxing under the touch. “There, yes,
lower. . . .”

And at the same time, as always during the
beginning moments of arousal, she forcibly made her mind wander
with lazy objective ease, to prolong the pleasure yet to come. She
glanced at the things around the room. The filigree metal
statuettes on the small table before the window, there. How they
caught the gray fire of the sun, their tiny wire surfaces
reflecting minute sparks. . . .

As he squeezed the hemispheres of her hips,
her knees weakened. How nicely strong his fingers were (she had
been right to take him), so hard and strong, and hard and strong,
and . . .

The familiar rhythm was beginning to pulse
in her blood.

And yet she remained motionless, wanting
him to be the aggressor, to be strong and wrench her; wanted
to feel light and helpless, to be tossed easily like a feather, to
be taken.

And involuntarily, an elusive recurring
image came to her, of a haughty man, aloof and beautiful like a
demon of dark hair and pale skin, and who had always politely
refused her.

A demon of ice.

Yet she knew that if ever that demon would
touch her like that, she would melt like a flake of snow,
absolutely, dissolve under him, screaming silently with all her
soul.

The tunic had fallen down to her waist,
releasing her heavy breasts. Shuddering, Linnec (ah, he is but a
soft youth!) embraced her tightly, yet not daring to rush.

You are a young trembling beast, yes.
Show me your vulnerable inside, let me see you in this explosive
state, just on the verge, she thought fondly, then said, “Touch
me harder, sweet.”

His leaden hands moved upon her, while their
bodies entwined closer, his thighs beginning to move against hers,
his young limbs hot through the thin covering of the dress. The
flimsy garment was still held hanging, caught against her hips. Her
own hands went around him, lightly plucking his back like a taut
string, with the deceptive softness of her fingertips.

She never used her nails. She knew that
would frighten the boy. Instead, she briefly wondered where her
brother was and what he might be doing. But then, Hestiam was
practically always with a young nubile bitch, or in a stupor of
Dirvan play, so that was no great mystery.

The pounding within her grew, the weakness
in her lower torso beginning to overwhelm. In those instants she
always felt a peculiar anger response, a sadistic strange desire to
rip out this weakness, pound it to death—and with it, its
perpetrator. And again her body told her that the only way to
accomplish that was to continue moving. . . .

“Sweet love!” he gasped fiercely, and she
felt him pressing hard against her. “Please, Deileala,” he
whispered then, his voice quavering beyond control.

“Yes, now . . .” she replied,
her own voice breaking.

And immediately maddened, he lifted her
dress. He entered a deep burning place within her, while at the
same time his face buried itself at the back of her throat,
clumsily biting the nape of her neck, his hands tearing at her in
pitiful confusion.

Deileala could no longer stand it. Her head
with its mass of dandelion hair tilted back, while a single hoarse
sound came from her parted lips. Impaled, she arched in reflex; she
panted, squeezed the life out of him, and in the next second they
had fallen to the floor, their locked bodies rhythmically
convulsing.

Such is the end always, came her last
distinct thoughts. I play at swine with them.
Dirt . . . Dirt! Filthy swine!

And as always, she ended by straddling him,
the contours of her waist and hips moving from one wave into
another, faster, faster. . . .

The youth beneath her groaned as he came,
and then Deileala herself heaved with one great final wave, and
burst into a silent ultimate other place of singular height
and detachment, falling on him, despising him, and herself (so
worthless it seemed always, immediately after).

“Bitch . . .” she
whispered.

Linnec noticed she always concluded their
acts thus. “No, my love!”

He pressed his lips against her own, wanting
to hold her an instant longer.

But her eyes, no longer glassy, were hard
again, completely in control as she smiled, the Regentrix, with
cold sarcasm-stained fondness, and stirred, moving out of his
embrace.

“Thank you, Linnec, it was wonderful today.
You may go now, sweet.”

Her voice was, as always then, automatic,
while she sat down on the bed and nodded in the direction of his
clothes. The act itself was already blocked from memory.

She watched his body carelessly as he
dressed, thinking, What do I really want? Not this earnest boy?
Not his young trembling moments of no control?

And again, as he left, the thought returned,
Maybe I need to have the beautiful demon Elasand Vaeste once and
for all, simply for my own peace of mind? I could always
command him to service me. But ah, that is so tasteless. The act
would be so tasteless.

And yet, I cannot seduce
him . . . never him. I wonder. Is Elasand really
what I want, ultimately? Or do I merely crave the psychological act
of conquering him? And if afterward I still feel as empty,
then—then I will simply die from this boredom. No. I cannot have
him yet, cannot test myself to this extent.

Alone in the chamber, exquisite like the
aromatic heart of a lily, she watched the play of the sparks of
light upon the metal statuettes before the window.

I am so complete, full, overflowing. Yet
what could make me more complete? What? And do I want such
fulfillment?

Once again she had made sure that Hestiam
would send for Lord Vaeste. She had conspired with Lirr.

Good, she thought, another chance
to see him, here. So rarely do we see him in the City.

Elasand is so peculiar. Always going
about some mysterious business here and there, yet never at
Dirvan. He should be here by tomorrow night.

She got up stretching, her voluptuous body
eternally young for her forty-five years, and again thought, But
if I were to have him—what then? I am complete. I am empty. I
am—

Deileala picked up a ripe silver fruit from
a plate on a table nearby, bit into it sensuously, and then,
changing her mind, spat on the floor before her. She then took
another bite, again spat, and laughed.

And laughing to herself she took a good aim
and threw the fruit out of the window, down to the Gardens
below.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Within the grayscale
dusk, a brilliant dot of pale orange light beckoned. Its
nature marvelous, otherworldly against the monochrome, it flickered
in and out of existence as the roadside trees obscured it. As she
drew closer, Ranhé knew in relief that this was the promised
inn.

Expensive, however, if they can
afford color lighting. And the color is so faintly
saturated too, so fine, almost white. Damn. Luck is not mine
tonight.

Places which had the sorcerous color
light were never cheap. Usually, a night’s lodging and a meal
ranged from two silver dirghe in a monochromatically lit
establishment, to almost twenty gold dahr in an orb-lit
luxury house, the like of which could be found for the most part
only in the City.

They say, work according to the light you
expect around you.

My funds promise a near future of
darkness. But like the moon, my funds are in a constant state of
flux, she thought, as she neared her lodging-place-to-be.

It was always an odd sight. One never ceases
to marvel at the unnatural effect that comes about from the
contrast of color light against the gray monochrome
environment.

For, in this place, true white and
black do not exist. All is but an approximation of the two
absolutes, and each thing is but a shadow of another. By these
shadows, depth and distance are perceived. All things, being
shadows of varying intensity, are thus judged by juxtaposition. And
all are ultimately shadows of the sun. It, the sun alone, is not a
shadow of any other thing, but is the brightest and only source of
true light.

The three large orange windows, the
first to be glimpsed from a distance, seemed to float in dark
nothingness, “pasted on,” the only things real in the world. The
contours of the big house blended into the gray monochrome of the
land and sky. The occasional trees were oddly, sharply silhouetted
against the color, every branch, every fine leaf in sudden
sharp contrast, a lacy network of acute graphic black, cut with a
knife against unnatural light.

She stopped at the gates and used the large
metal knocker, then waited leisurely. She was a master of
controlled semblance of leisure.

Insolent bitch. I can’t afford this
place.

A man came to open the door, and she rode,
horseshoes clinking, into the small yard.

“There be the stables,” she was told. “And
the common room is in the building to your right. Dinner will be
served on the hour.”

“How much is the horse feed?” she asked,
with a smile.

The man gave her a hard look. “Three
coppers,” he said, more roughly than before. Was she going to be
cheap? Then he’d save civility for worthier patrons.

“Then give us six coppers’ worth. And no,
I’ll care for him myself,” said Ranhé, who now knew all she needed
to know about this establishment.

The man shrugged, somewhat mollified, but
not too pleased to be deprived of a service tip.

Ranhé’s hand slid to her purse, and she took
out a copper. “Thanks, friend. Go have a mug on me.”

Her cheerful and for once completely honest
smile was painted with tints of orange coming from the
windows nearby. It warmed him, for an instant, despite himself.

But she’d already turned away and was
leading her horse to the stables.

 


* * *

 


Postulate Two: Rainbow is a Test of Will.

 


* * *

 


The young priest
Preinad Olvan forced himself to read over and over a single line of
esoteric text. The characters were so familiar, yet nothing
registered in his thoughts.

He finally looked away from the scripture
before him and considered the other volume that lay on the table,
covered discreetly by several sheets of his own handwritten piety.
That one had come to him in a roundabout fashion from someone at
court, and bore the unobtrusive tiny flower mark embossed on the
darkest of dark vellum—the symbol of the House of
Erotene.

The House of whores. Of high-class
debauchery and the pit of lust. Things abhorrent to the principles
of his Order.

These same things that he was forcing
himself to observe dispassionately, in order to temper his will,
and thus to serve the Regents in a manner worthy of his rank and
aspirations.

When worldly thoughts plague, it is useless
to struggle, to return to sacred matters. One must always attend
to the business at hand.

The priest had soft dandelion hair and
veiled eyes. Eyes that held in them the essence of sacrament. He
was Preinad Olvan, his Family being one of the Noble Ten, and his
color, silver. Here, in Dirvan, he was constantly
reminded of this fact by every minute thing, including the details
of the furnishings in his bedchamber, so that his belonging to the
Family Olvan began to seem revolting.

Besides, he knew very well, silver was not a
color.

Silver was the weight of coin.

His hands, nervous, slim-fingered, were
clasped together in his lap. And then they moved almost of their
own volition to take the other book, the book of ugly filth, and to
open it at random upon a page of delicately inked drawings. The
images were rendered in soft lines and depicted nude human bodies
contorted and entwined in what he knew was the carnal act.

For a moment the images were no different,
no more comprehensible than the words from the thick old tome of
Divine Contemplations that he had set aside.

He gazed at them blind-eyed, and saw pale
gray parchment, faded ink.

And then, unbidden, came one recollection.
There was a woman here, at Dirvan, a woman of the
aristocracy, who troubled his thoughts sometimes, who troubled him
despite the rigorous discipline that men of his Order imposed upon
themselves. Preinad was well aware that such weakness he must
uproot completely, for it was intolerable.

The Order of the Bright Vision demanded,
among other things, complete and absolute celibacy, in deed and
thought, from its members. Wasteful sexual desire was to be
channeled into other aspects of the soul’s being.

And yet, the woman disturbed him, since the
first time he had seen her at Dirvan. Her name was Cyanolis.
And she, this demonic one, was of the Family Vaeste.

The priest allowed himself to focus on the
image drawn before him, on the graphic depiction of limbs normally
hidden by clothing. The female knelt before the standing male,
facing him, her waist deeply arched so that her rump was elevated
to the level of her shoulders, and she was delivering the Pleasure
of the Twins. The Pleasure consisted of her large pendulous breasts
lifted and used to squeeze and stroke the male’s erect organ. The
next image showed the male delivering his Culmination Gift past the
barrier of her breasts into the female’s open mouth that was ready
to receive the spurting fountain.

Preinad had been ordained since earliest
youth. The decision was his alone. He was to be the lord of his
Line, but he opposed the will of his Family, where every male was
looked upon as a progenitor. The beautiful stern boy swore himself
to a Deity and refused to honor his kin in regard to his future.
And the Family Olvan mourned such an ending to the hopes of several
powerful old aristocrats.

But Preinad did not mourn. He had long ago
decided that he was made for more profound things than mere
nobility. The particular Order he’d embraced was the most stoic of
the major Orders of Priesthood.

Preinad wanted to break himself completely,
and then to forge himself anew, under absolute personal control.
His pledging to a godhead had only remotely to do with
devotion.

And what better way to temper his control
than this volume meant to incite the most bestial instinct.

He turned the page with steady fingers, and
clinically observed a new image of the female straddling the man
who now lay on his back. Monstrous in her capacity to receive, she
had engulfed the man’s lower torso with her corpulent thighs, and
his upright member was planted deep within her womb. She was
leaning forward and granting her own Culmination Gift in the form
of sharp wicked nipples that brushed against the man’s face. Both
faces were contorted in the throes of Pleasure.

The priest looked at the Pleasure and felt a
dryness in his mouth. His breath had grown faint and slow like the
fluttering of a moth—his senses had not yet atrophied
completely.

After fifteen years of serving the Order,
Preinad Olvan was already considered incorruptible. The aristocracy
marveled at him, and the brothers in his Order expected him to be
the next Archmaster.

He could attend all gatherings at
Dirvan, the most promiscuous private festivities, without
danger of seduction. He was a cool observer at orgiastic feasts
where wine and semen flowed upon silken sheets and cold marble.
From the start he had never refused the mocking invitations from
cynical courtiers, using such opportunities to strengthen his
control. And eventually their mockery gave way to piqued
curiosity.

It came to be that the Regents themselves
would request his help in delicate matters, including chaperoning
virgins of either sex, standing witness to unrepeatable ceremonies
(ah, the things that went on at Dirvan!), and mediating
between hostile parties.

It went quite beyond the normal duties that
the Order of the Bright Vision would allow its members. But then,
Preinad was already seen to be quite different, and his role was
that of an androgynous diplomat.

And yet, there was this woman, Cyanolis.

Preinad ran his slender fingers over the
delicate fibrous surface of the page, and absentmindedly began to
crease one of the corners of this precious horrible book just along
its tiny delicate flower border. And yet he could not allow himself
not to look. And thus he was subjected to the image of the Pleasure
of Honey and Navel on the next page, in which the male was
suspended over the receptive female who lay on her back, his body
parallel with hers to cover her, standing up by the force of his
arms, and using muscle control of his lower torso alone to trace
precise arcs of flower petals with the tip of his erect member
around the center of her navel filled with honey, into which he
dipped.

Dirvan was such a honey navel, a Hole
of Gold. Women and men there flirted with Preinad mercilessly,
touched by the novelty and the sweet challenge of tainting the
severe priest. Corrupting, after all, was such a satisfying manner
of testing one’s mettle.

Admirers flocked regularly to the Shrine of
the Order of the Bright Vision on such days when he was to lead the
Ceremony. They came to hear his hypnotic baritone, to see his
sensitive lips shape words of Sacrament. They drank in with their
eyes the sight of the young priest raising sculptured hands in
supplication before the Deity. And when he turned to them to pass
on the Blessing, his expression shocked them with its purity, if
only to elicit a pang of arousal.

Truth appeared to them in that instant
seductive and potent. And they worshiped him.

But the young priest would permit no one to
approach him after the Ceremony. He accepted no personal gifts of
flowers or jewels or handkerchiefs soaked with sweet oil of roses
and love sweat, that were showered upon him under the pretence of
gifts to the Order. He allowed no hastily passed perfumed notes to
touch his hands.

And it became apparent to all that not only
was the stern name of Olvan to remain impeccable, but the young
priest himself was above all temptation.

Yes, there had even been suicides
afterwards. Indeed, of all things, Dirvan best loved
melodramatic passion, especially such that involved pain or
death.

Cyanolis Vaeste may have been like the
others, secretly drawn to his aura of unattainable intensity. And
she too may have been hypnotized by his charisma.

But unlike the others, Cyanolis did not show
it.

Preinad noticed the novelty of indifference
where he could easily ignore attention—pronounced indifference
stood out. There it was, upon every chance encounter, and it began
to be a guessing game of sorts for him. The priest knew that some
used this one oldest guile to seduce, and it had failed to affect
him, in all cases. Was this her subtle motive? Very likely it was,
and yet he remained unsure. Thus, curiosity would not
dissipate.

She was, of all ironies, not even beautiful.
Diminutive fine-boned fleshiness. Somewhat like this female drawn
in ink on parchment, with lewdly exaggerated portions of her female
form.

But Cyanolis was real.

Real as warm flesh and soft skin. There was
a sheen of softness about her that could never be conveyed in a
figure traced on parchment. And her face was almost that of a
child.

Cyanolis was young, with an unusually
beautiful singing voice, as Preinad had a chance to discover for
himself, for she had been invited to sing before the Regents, and
made quite an impression.

When she sang, it seemed there was no
emotion that her voice did not convey, if only for an instant. And
quite possibly, it was the voice that had first affected Preinad.
That, and the knowledge that this virgin sound of purity—purity he
could never resist—issued out of a body of an already renowned
Dirvan whore.

For, Cyanolis Vaeste had, as they called it,
the “madness of the womb.” An insatiable sexual urge.

But with Cyanolis this passion did not at
all correlate with the presence of natural sympathies. It was
rumored that she could fulfill herself only with those toward whom
she was indifferent. Those she held dear she could never envision
in sexual terms.

And maybe that is what drew Preinad, this
perverse paradox.

The priest had observed her, knew her
reputation, knew of her insatiable need. The combination of facts
puzzled him. Why must this child-woman gaze at them all with
innocence and then go off into a Dirvan boudoir to couple
with someone? And why must she be with everyone yet never offer him
even a brief gaze? Surely not because of modesty or innocent
infatuation. For she never looked into his eyes.

Unanswered questions plagued him and he
contemplated her from the distance of his locked mind. He became
unconsciously embroiled in her—in the scent of her, in the way her
rotund lips pouted, the cherubic firmness of her cheeks. It enraged
him to think that this innocent with the voice of a skylark
regularly allowed old and young lechers to fondle her, and to stain
her sweet intimate parts with their spilled seed.

It had become vivid in his imagination. He
imagined her moving with other men—for yes, he, the stoic, had seen
all there is to see of carnality, a thousand times more than what
was locked away in the filthy pages of this erotene book. He
had witnessed seasons of it in Dirvan, indifferent,
clinical, an untouched outsider. And yet, after a while, he would
come to see himself in their place, straining, fondling her
silver softness. . . .

But no!

Preinad Olvan shut the heavy volume with a
snap, his fingers trembling in anger. Unless the New Rainbow
dawned, he would remain thus, like a rock, immovable. He was a
virgin with the innards of ice. That would persist.

And yet, she, Cyanolis Vaeste, was always
there, permeating his thoughts, chipping away at him.

Who would prevail?

 


* * *

 


“Rainbow,
therefore,” said Nilmet Vallen, “is a state of mind. It is too
intangible to be anything else.”

“Uhm—well. I may not be able to express my
arguments as finely as you, but I don’t agree. Besides, why do you
always sound so sure, as if you know something? I mean, I can’t
tell you why I think the way I do,” retorted Jirve Lan, the
innkeeper, his voice warming with irritation. “Your move, by the
way.”

Nilmet only shrugged, calmly, patiently,
kind-eyed, and placed a small stone game piece upon the second of
the eight cells on the board, next to the first, Andelas. It
was Dersenne, the Radiant Tilirreh of yellow, oddly
relevant to their discussion, for his were all things sacred; his,
the realm of religion and spiritual philosophy. The figurine of a
man with long flowing hair was finely carved, and yet the face was
as smooth and blank as an egg. All of the game pieces were thus,
faceless.

The board was circular, old polished oak.
The cells, lined up in a ring dance along the perimeter, were round
indentations in the wood, as if someone had taken a large
dahr coin and pressed it hard into the board until it sank
and left its outline in relief. The object of the game was to move
all the pieces forward until all the Tilirr were on the board in
order and the place of Andelas was occupied. It was a game
for two, because each opponent moved pieces in the opposite
direction, and eliminated the opponent’s pieces by blocking,
surrounding, and then appropriating them.

Apparently this was a new game round, for
there were only two pieces in the running, while the rest of the
tiny stone Tilirr were still in their throne cells in the middle of
the board.

The two men were sitting at an empty dinner
table in the large common room of the White Roads Inn, bathed in
orange glow.

“. . . you must understand,
there is a tact, a certain kind of tact, to cooking—” came from the
back room, the large kitchen. “A true honest-to-goodness cook is in
tune with the food, always! In tune with the smell and wetness of
it, with the texture, and the amount of fire. Everything must be in
perfect sensory balance, in absolute accordance to everything
else—”

“Now, that,” said Jirve Lan, lightening, “is
our own house philosopher. You don’t need to know any fine theory,
simply listen to her.”

And he moved Andelas to the next
empty cell, away from Dersenne. The lord of white,
Andelas, was beyond deity, beyond human conception.
White completed and went beyond Rainbow. It stood outside
the spectrum, and above it. White was even less a thing than
a concept. This game piece could be moved as many cells as needed
in either direction and was the only one allowed to jump over more
than one other Tilirr.

The voice from the kitchen fluctuated in
waves of deep-throated anguish, as Jirve Lan would say, a poet
flung to the heights of inspired fool fervor. Maertella was equally
well suited to lecturing from behind a Lyceum podium, as to
supervising the basting of a hen. But then, she was the best cook
the inn had ever had.

“Let us pause then, for a while, and listen
to her,” said Nilmet. His voice was surprisingly firm, compared to
the softness of his smile.

“Indeed. Maybe our thoughts will be enriched
sufficiently to discover fresh new tracks for our respective
arguments, eh, friend?” said the innkeeper, studying the game
board, and picking at his teeth with his tongue. One of his front
teeth was missing, in a strategic enough place to suggest bizarre
infantility.

“. . . omelet be hung and
flayed! How many times must I tell you to watch the skillet,
instead of counting the flies up there on the ceiling—I know you do
that, don’t try to deny, I see you look up there—goodness, why must
you sit like a moronic stuffed bird? Where is your mind, girl?”
continued Maertella, while loud pot-clashing was heard. Her voice
oscillated from pleading to strength, yet was never unkind. “Don’t
you think it’s so much easier to do what you’re told? Why can’t you
be responsible—”

“She does talk too much, actually,” said
Jirve Lan. “I wish you did. Then you’d tell me what you really
know. All the secrets. And you’d tell me what’s really happening in
the City. For example, just today they tell me, there are rumors
about these strange dangerous visitors threatening the Regents’
Palace, and even the Guilds are afraid—”

Nilmet reached forward and placed on the
board Koerdis, the lord of blue, of Harsh Truth,
experience, and knowledge—in the next cell right after
Dersenne. There were now three on the board. Koerdis
was also the lord of pure effort, a symbol of eternal work, and the
Opener of New Ways, and his tiny figurine held a jar of water in
one hand, pouring it endlessly into a cup that was in the other
hand.

“I know less than you do,” said Nilmet. “You
should ask tomorrow’s inn guests. Every day they pass through here
and tell you the latest rumors and gossip. I just sit here with
you.”

Jirve Lan snorted.

In the kitchen, Maertella continued her
harangue.“. . . Don’t you think I was your age once?
I know what it’s like to want to be somewhere else like the big
City, somewhere where they have all these fancy monochromes and
beautiful rich people, and the wondrous light comes from all
directions in all these different impossible
colors. . . . But never mind. See, I learned
to care whether the omelet burns. Even if it’s not my own. All the
wasted food of our good Master Jirve, oh, sweet gods!”

Jirve Lan selected Fiadolmle from her
throne cell, and moved the green lady of Birth, Change, and
Freedom to block Koerdis’s path. Fiadolmle was like
the harvest—she symbolized a lifelong path of development, and was
thus connected to all things of youth and old age. Her figurine was
a woman holding a flowering branch.

“But it’s not even the wasted food that
matters—think of the hen who laid the egg, how she fussed over it,
how much gentleness she took in warming her hatchling-to-be! How
the little dark yolk and the pale outside, so delicious to us,
could’ve been a little living creature! Don’t ever forget that!
We’re taking a dear thing from these beasts. Sometimes I think we
have no right—”

“Indeed, that is one truth there,” said
Nilmet softly, somewhat to himself. And then he selected
Werail, who ruled red, the most violent color,
and placed him on the board before Fiadolmle, so that she
would have to jump or surrender in the next move, for she was
blocked from both sides. Werail, he of the Will, was passion
and desire, and in red lay the mystery of Intensity. Thus
the figurine held a sword.

Master Jirve rolled his eyes heavenward.
Dullness and boredom, like a slow beast, was within him, and
allowed no deep meaning to be extrapolated from anything that he
now heard. Especially not now—the rich pungent aroma of fried eggs
drifted into the common room, spiced with fresh dill and chopped
onions. Maybe that’s why he didn’t think and allowed
Fiadolmle to end up without a free cell to jump. Back to the
middle cell throne she went, out of the game, while Nilmet got to
move Koerdis forward.

“I just hope,” continued Maertella’s voice
from the back, “that for your own sake, some of my words finally
sink in.”

The girl, all this time guiltily silent, was
now heard replying tentatively, “Yes ma’am, mistress. I’m truly
really sorry . . . Awfully horrid
sorry . . . I’ll never do it again,
ma’am . . . It’s just that—”

“Just that what? Oh, never mind. And I know
you’ll do it again, several times, before you learn anything. Just
clean up this mess now, or we’ll never get dinner finished. Make
another omelet when you’re done—no, make three more. We might have
extra company tonight.”

Soon they heard the hiss of creamy butter
dashed against a hot skillet, and the sizzle of a new batch of
omelet. The sweet aroma deepened.

“You know,” said Jirve Lan, “I’ve
never heard her scream at a serving wench. Even now—see how
calm she is. Surprising, isn’t it? A marvelous woman, yes she is.
Marvelous.”

“Why don’t you marry her?” said Nilmet
simply. “Hasn’t it been enough time now that you’ve known her and
seen her worth—omelet and such aside?”

The innkeeper laughed nervously, as though
he was somewhat naively puzzled at the idea. He then took Love
herself, Laelith, the gentle Tilirreh of violet whose
domain it was, both human and sacred, and placed her on the board
to block Dersenne. Laelith also symbolized
persistence, strength, and paradox, and was the lady of the Way
Things Are. Her figurine stood artless, empty-handed and
simple.

Nilmet gave another kind smile and shrug,
and surrendered Dersenne back to his cell throne in the
middle and out of the game.

Maertella seemed to have forgotten the
unpleasant incident with the burned omelet, because now her voice
soared in a completely different mood. The two men listened, locked
in easy idleness, and inhaled the scent of freshly grated cucumber
and yogurt soup that was being prepared as a side dish. It was the
nature of the time, just preceding dinner, when thoughts stood in a
haze, with nothing else left to do but
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