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— 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

 


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

 


One day, when the
world was new like a phoenix’s egg, a woman looked up at the
glaring sun fifteen times too many, trying to determine the exact
color of the transparent gem she was carving, and then happened to
look back at the contrasting blackness of the poor shop in which
she worked. As she did thus, tiny splintered rainbows seemed to
dance in her field of vision, and there were blind spots of color
that refused to go away.

“In the name of God—whatever his or her
great name may be—” she swore, “there are just too many colors in
this world!”

Her son who intently played with the flawed
gemstones discarded at her feet, looked up at the sun, blinked, and
said, “Don’t be silly, mother. One can’t have too much of a
beautiful thing like that.”

“Much of life you
know. . . .” She grunted, thinking of her lazy
beautiful husband in the back room, who slept on their humble bed
like a king, until high noon, every day, while she, eyes tearing
from strain and dust, carved gems worthy of a king’s lily skin,
into exquisite pieces of jewelry.

All this was exchanged for a pittance, so
they could have gruel and meat.

“What would you do, mother, if there were no
red? Or what if there were no red, or pink, or coral,
or scarlet, or violet, or lavender? Especially
lavender? How would you tell your rubies apart, or distinguish
rubies from amethysts? Or—”

“First of all, Diall, they are not my
rubies,” said the woman whose own name was Ilvidre, meaning
“lavender,” in the tongue of the land. “Had they been mine, then we
wouldn’t be here now, living in this hovel—not that it really
matters at this point . . . And secondly, when you
come to be my age, believe me, you would not care the least bit if
a stone you are working on is red or puce, and your only concern
would be to tell the difference. Now, enough of this nonsense,
sharp-tongued child. Leave me in peace, and rather go tickle your
father’s toes with a feather. It might awaken new thoughts in his
dormant head.”

“Your age? You are not even twenty-seven
summers, mother!” cried insolent Diall, giggling, as simultaneously
his mother tweaked the left one of his ears, prepared for his next
words to come, as they always did. And as always, they ended in a
verbal draw.

But for the rest of the day, Ilvidre, carver
of gems worthy of a queen’s ivory throat, sat at her work, thinking
of colors and the reasons behind their proliferation. Her husband,
whom she had chosen only because she had once thought she saw lapis
lazuli in his eye-sockets—the hue of which quickened her blood, and
had marked him in her mind as hers—woke up later than usual,
blinded by the sun through his closed lids, and complained that
there were no shades on the window, and no porridge in the pot.
Ilvidre ignored him, saying only once that his hands were in their
place, weren’t they? Did he know their use, or did he have to be
shown yet again how to fill a pot with water and grain?

The husband, whose blood was of the noble
Families, almost as fine as the king’s (or very likely finer, but
such talk was not encouraged), was silenced only for a moment,
remembering his place and the reasons why he had been given by the
king to the best jewel carver in the land.

“Ilvidre, take anything your heart desires,”
the king had spoken seven summers ago. “In exchange for your craft
I offer you anything in my power.”

And his secret thought, of course, was that
she would ask to have himself.

But Ilvidre who stood tall and young and
filled with the beauty of the life-force—the same force that danced
with angry sun-fire in the facets of colored glass—did not want the
king with his cold agate eyes like the night, and the frost
sprinkled on his sable hair. She, who wrought perfect beauty of
reflecting surface upon stone, chose nothing of material riches
(they ceased to have value, after always passing through her hands
like ephemeral wandering guests, so that she grew detached from
their kind), and instead took a youth fair as light, from the
king’s court, to grace her everyday existence, to inspire her work,
as her mate.

He was called Andelas, and light ran in his
blood like the pale streak in his twilight hair. But there had
been, it seemed, too much strange languor in his veins, together
with the light, which made his blood heavier than it should have
been. Or maybe it was the other way around, and the thinness of the
fine delicate blood caused his veins to constrict, to stifle, and
thus reduce the potency of his life juices?

Every day, Ilvidre noticed, the workings of
the rich, slow earthly indifference manifested more strongly in his
heart, and his thoughts turned sluggish with what she thought was
lack of effort. And then came gradual sorrow.

Constantly submerged now in his gentle
depression, he watched his wife at her work, and the colors of the
gemstones blended in his mind, because of his encroaching apathy
(the causes of which were mystery), and he no longer saw their
brightness as she did, their uniqueness, or their differences.

“What has happened to you, my love?” Ilvidre
wept secretly, during moonless nights. “The weight of our mortal
realm, this earth, has quenched your soul’s life, and you have lost
your bright will in the drowsiness of its slow
pull. . . .”

Nothing answered her but the wind, the
secret friend that caressed her neck at times most unexpected.

Twice, winters displaced summers, and Diall
was born. Diall was like his mother, bursting, fiery, quick with
the life-force, and soon insolent wisdoms fell from his lips like
dew drops. And Diall was like his father once had been—bright and
dark all at once. The earth, Ilvidre knew, which made all things
heavy, had a fingerhold on him also. All he had to do was let go,
and she would start pulling. . . .

“But no—you, my son, you I’ll never allow to
give in to the Burden!” Ilvidre thought in passionate anger, as she
lived her days in her sea of shimmering facets and colored light.
And joy kept her working, whenever she saw her son strong and
virile like herself, as on that one day when he brought to her
attention colors.

It was true, colors were in the world,
everywhere. They gave things properties which allowed some to be
seen, while others to be hidden, and made some things more valued
than others.

“How curious,” Ilvidre muttered mostly to
herself, words tumbling, while her husband—after having eaten what
little they had, and poured out with words the daily batch of
sadness in his soul—sat looking at the road. “Have you ever
considered, my Andelas, that if there were no differences between
blue and white, men would likely not be able to tell apart mountain
crystal from sapphires? Or diamonds from colored glass?”

“Diamonds in themselves have the property to
cut glass,” Andelas said in dark lethargy. “Therein lies one
difference, at least. Another difference is that we have much
glass. But there is not a single diamond in this house that we can
call our own.” His irony bordered on inexplicable sadness. He never
actually meant to say what he did; what irked him was not poverty
but a curtailment of freedom.

“And is that what really bothers you?” she
said in sarcasm to counter his irony, thus fighting fire with
flame.

He was silent.

“Do you still blame me for my choice, my
love?” she whispered suddenly. “Is it really that our life is so
reduced that matters, or that we were once happy in a different
way?”

“Ilvidre . . .” he said
softly, you do not . . . understand.”

“You refuse to do your share!”

“And you are proud!”

“And we are both fools.” She sighed. “You
know that I would never take from him anything if I can help
it.”

“I know. Yet the king would give you
anything if you asked—not that you should ask. Not that we need
anything, really. Nothing. We need
nothing. . . .”

“But you are in need of something! You are
pining away like the last snow in spring . . . Tell
me, husband, tell me, I beg you, why?”

Andelas, whose eyes had once appeared lapis
lazuli, regarded her with bland weakness and sorrow, and said: “I
loved you, Ilvidre. I still love you. But I have no more strength
to live. With you, or with anyone, anywhere. I am
going . . .”

“Father! Where?” Alarm was in Diall’s voice
for the first time. “Who will tickle the soles of your feet with a
feather? To whom will you now tell stories of ancient, holy,
foolish wars, heroes, and kings?”

But Andelas averted his former gemstone
eyes, while the wind tugged at his single pale lock of hair among
darker ones. And then, taking nothing from the poor shop, not even
an old cloak to cover himself from the wind, he went out the door.
For a moment his shape blocked the sun.

“Do not fear, boy,” Ilvidre spoke, resuming
her carving, “Your father is only half-mad. He’ll return. His
rumbling belly will lead him back, in less than a day, you’ll see.”
But she knew, even as she was saying these words, that she was
lying. And Diall knew it also.

Andelas never came back.

Autumn displaced summer, and then came
winter. Winter was the time when few colors of any kind could be
found, in all the great expanse of the world. Even her jewels now
seemed faded. The eyes of Ilvidre weakened, her vision slowly
misted over, until her perfectly-honed sensitivity for colored
light was blunted.

One day, Diall, who helped her sort the
finished gems, found that she had left three pale turquoise stones
among similarly hued sapphires.

“Look, mother,” he pointed out. “Couldn’t
you see the depths of the sea in these, unlike all the rest?”

“Stop mocking me, little jester,” she
quipped, angry and yet smiling, just as a fear had crept in, began
feeding on her.

“I must find him,” she said with resolve,
waking up
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