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Once, when | wasjust agirl in thefirg flush of my true youth, ayoung boy gave me aglassflower asa
token of hislove.

Hewas arare and precious boy, though | confessthat | have long forgotten his name. So too wasthe
flower he gave me. On the sted and plastic worldswhere | have spent my lives, the ancient glassblower's
artislost and forgotten, but the unknown artisan who had fashioned my flower remembered it well. My
flower hasalong and ddlicate stem, curved and graceful, dl of finethin glass, and from that frail support
the bloom explodes, aslarge asmy fist, impossbly exact. Every detail isthere, caught, frozenin crystal
for eternity; petalslarge and small crowding each other, bursting from the center of the blossominadow
trangparent riot, surrounded by acrown of Six wide drooping leaves, each with itstracery of veinsintact,
each unique. It was asif an dchemist had been wandering through a garden one day, and in amoment of
idle play had transmuted an especidly large and beautiful flower into glass.

All thet it lacksislife.

| kept that flower with mefor near two hundred years, long after | had left the boy who gave it to me and
the world where he had done the giving. Through dl the varied chapters of my lives, the glass flower was
always close at hand. It amused meto keep it in avase of polished wood, and set it near awindow.
Sometimes the leaves and petals would catch the sun and flash brilliantly for an incandescent instant; at
other times they would filter and fracture the light, scattering blurred rainbows on my floor. Often towards
dusk, when the world was dimmer, the flower would seem to fade entirdly from view, and | might sit
garing at an empty vase. Y et, when the morning came, the flower would be back again. It never failed
me

The glass flower wasterribly fragile, but no harm ever cametoit. | cared for it well; better, perhaps, than
| have ever cared for anything, or anyone. It outlasted a dozen lovers, more than adozen professions,
and more worlds and friendsthan | can name. It was with mein my youth on Ash and Erikan and
Shamdizar, and later on Rogue's Hope and Vagabond, and till later when | had grown old on Dam
Tullian and Lilith and Gulliver. And when | findly left human space entirdly, put al my livesand dl the
worlds of men behind me, and grew young again, the glass flower was ill a my side.

And, at very long last, in my castle built on gtilts, in my house of pain and rebirth where the game of mind
isplayed, amid the swamps and stinks of Croan'dhenni, far from al humanity save those few lost souls
who seek us outé€’ it was there too, my glassflower. On the day Kleronomas arrived.

* k% k %

" Joachim Kleronomas,&€- | said.
"Yes"

There are cyborgs and then there are cyborgs. So many worlds, so many different cultures, so many sets
of values and leves of technologies. Some cyberjacks are haf organic, some more, some less, some



sport only asingle metal hand, the rest of their cyberhalves cleverly concedled beneath the flesh. Some
cyborgswear synthaflesh that isindistinguishable from human skin, though that is no greet feet, given the
variety of skin to be seen among the thousand worlds. Some hide the meta and flaunt the flesh; with
othersthe reverseistrue.

The man who cdled himsdlf Kleronomas had no flesh to hide or flaunt. A cyborg he cdled himsdf, and a
cyborg hewasin the legends that had grown up around his name, but as he stood before me, he seemed
more arobot, insufficiently organic to pass even asandroid.

Hewas naked, if athing of meta and plastic can be naked. His chest wasjet; some shining black alloy or
smooth plastic, | could not tell. Hisarms and legs were transparent plasted. Beneath that fase skin, |
could see the dark meta of hisduraloy bones, the power-bars and flexors that were muscles and
tendons, the micromotors and sensing computers, the intricate pattern of lights racing up and down his
superconductive neurosystem. Hisfingerswere stedl. On hisright hand, long silver claws sprang rakishly
from hisknuckles when he made afidt.

Hewaslooking a me. His eyeswere crystaline lenses set in metal sockets, moving back and forth in

some green tranducent gdl. They had no visble pupils; behind each implacable crimson irisburned adim
light that gave his stare an ominous red glow. &€0sAm | that fascinating?a€e he asked me. His voice was
surprisingly natural; deep and resonant, with no metallic echoes to corrode the humanity of hisinflections.

"Kleronomas, &€ | said. &€oeY our nameisfascinating, certainly. A very long time ago, there was
another man of that name, a cyborg, alegend. Y ou know that, of course. He of the Kleronomas Survey.
The founder of the Academy of Human Knowledge on Avalon. Y our ancestor? Perhaps metd runsin
your family."

"No,&€» said the cyborg. &oadMysdlf. | am Joachim Kleronomas.”

| smiled for him. &€cAnd I'm Jesus Christ. Would you care to meet my Apostles?!
"Y ou doubt me, Wisdom?"

"Kleronomas died on Avaon athousand years ago.”

"No,&€* he said. &€odHe stands before you now."

"Cyborg,&€* | said, &adhisis Croan'dhenni. Y ou would not have come here unless you sought rebirth,
unless you sought to win new lifein the game of mind. So be warned. In the game of mind, your lieswill
be stripped away from you. Y our flesh and your metal and your illusions, we will takethem all, and in the
end there will be only you, more naked and done than you can ever imagine. So do not waste my time. It
isthe most preciousthing | have, time. It isthe most preciousthing any of us have. Who areyou,

cyborg?”

"Kleronomas, &€+ he said. Was there amocking notein hisvoice? | could not tell. Hisface was not built
for smiling. &odDo you have aname?a€s he asked me.

"Several ,&€- | said.
"Which do you use?"
"My playerscal me Wisdom."

"That isatitle, not aname, &€+ he said.



| smiled. &€0eY ou are traveled, then. Likethereal Kleronomas. Good. My birth name was Cyrain. |
suppose, of dl my names, | am most used to that one. | woreit for thefirs fifty years of my life, until |
cameto Dam Tullian and studied to be aWisdom and took a new namewith thetitle."

"Cyrain,&€e he repeated. &€oeThat alone?’

"Wes"

"On what world were you born, then?"

"Ash"

Cyrain of Ash,&€* he said. &ceHow old are you?"

"In standard years?'

"Of course."

| shrugged. &€0eClose to two hundred. I've lost count.”
"Youlook likeachild, likeagirl closeto puberty, no more.
"I am older than my body,&€- | said.

"Asam |,&€ he said. &oeThe curse of the cyborg, Wisdom, isthat parts can be replaced.”
"Then you're immortal ?&€ | chalenged him.

"In one crude sense, yes."

"Interesting,&€* | said. &oeContradictory. Y ou come here to me, to Croan'dhenni and its Artifact, to the
game of mind. Why? Thisis a place where the dying come, cyborg, in hopes of winning life. We don't get
many immortas”

"I seek adifferent prize,&€e the cyborg said.

"Y es?a€s | prompted.

"Desth,&€* hetold me. &€od.ife. Death. Life."

"Two different things,&€ | said. &€ce0pposites. Enemies.”
"No,&€» said the cyborg. &€cel hey are the same.”

* * % %

Six hundred standard years ago, a creature known in legend as The White landed among the
Croan'dhenni in thefirst starship they had ever seen. If the descriptionsin Croan'dhic folklore can be
trusted, then The White was of no race | have ever encountered, nor heard of, though | am widely
traveled. Thisdoes not surprise me. The manream and its thousand worlds (perhaps there are twice that
number, perhaps less, but who can keep count?), the scattered empires of Fyndii and Damoosh and
gvhern and N'or Talush, and al the other sentients who are known to us or rumored of, dl thistogether,
all those lands and stars and lives colored by passion and blood and history, sorawling proudly acrossthe
light-years, acrossthe black gulfsthat only the volcryn ever truly know, dl of this, dl of our little universe
... itisonly anidand of light surrounded by avastly greater area of greyness and that fades ultimately into
the black of ignorance. And this only in one small galaxy, whose uttermost reaches we shall never know,



should we endure a billion years. Ultimately, the sheer size of thingswill defeat us, however we may drive
or scream; that truth | am sure of .

But | do not defesat easly. That ismy pride, my last and only pride; it is not much to face the darkness
with, but it is something. When the end comes, | will meet it raging.

The Whitewas like mein that. It was afrog from a pond beyond ours, aplace lost in the grey where our
little lights have not yet shone on the dark waters. Whatever sort of creature it might have been, whatever
burdens of history and evolution it carried in its genes, it was nonetheless my kin. Both of uswere angry
mayflies, moving restlesdy from star to star because we, alone among our fellows, knew how short our
day. Both of usfound adestiny of sortsin these swamps of Croan'dhenni.

The White came utterly aloneto this place, set down itslittle starship (I have seen theremains: atoy, that
ship, atrinket, but with linesthat are utterly dien to me, and ddlicioudly chilling), and, exploring, found
something.

Something older than itsdlf, and stranger.
The Artifect.

Whatever strange instrumentsit had, whatever secret dien knowledge it possessed, whatever ingtinct bid
it enter; al lost now, and none of it matters. The White knew, knew something the native sentients had
never guessed, knew the purpose of the Artifact, knew how it might be activated. For thefirst time

in&€” athousand years? A million? For thefirst timein along while, the game of mind was played. And
The White changed, emerged from the Artifact as something e se, asthefirg. Thefirs mindlord. Thefirst
magter of life and death. Thefirst painlord. Thefirst lifelord. Thetitles are born, worn, discarded,
forgotten, and none of them maiter.

Whatever | am, The White was thefirg.

* k k %

Had the cyborg asked to meet my Apostles, | would not have disappointed him. | gathered them when
he left me. &€celhe new player,&€» | told them, &€cecalls himself Kleronomas. | want to know who he
is, what heis, and what he hopesto gain. Find out for me."

| could fed their greed and fear. The Apostles are auseful toal, but loydty isnot for them. | have
gathered to me twelve Judas | scariots, each of them hungry for that kiss.

"I'll have afull scan worked up,&€ suggested Doctor Lyman, pale weak eyes considering me, flatterer's
amiletrembling.

"Will he consent to an interface?a€» asked Deish Green-9, my own cyberjack. Hisright hand,
sunburned red-black flesh, was balled into afist; hisleft wasasiver bal that cracked opento exude a
nest of writhing metallic tendrils. Beneeth his heavy beetling brow, where he should have had eyes, a
seamless Strip of mirrorglass was set into his skull. He had chromed histeeth. His smile was very bright.

"Well find out,&€° | said.

Sebastian Gayle floated in histank, atwisted embryo with amassive monstrous head, flippers moving
vaguely, huge blind eyes regarding me through turgid greenish fluids as bubblesrose dl around hispae
naked flesh. Heisa Liar camethe whisper inmy head. | will find the truth for you, Wisdom.

"Good, &€ | told him.



Trk'nn'r, my Fyndii mindmute, sang to mein ahigh shrill voice a the edge of human hearing. He loomed
abovethem dl like agtickman in achild's crude drawing, a stickman three meterstall, excessively jointed,
bending in dl the wrong places at al the wrong angles, assembled of old bones turned grey as ash by
some ancient fire. But the crystaline eyes beneath his brow ridge were fervid as he sang, and fragrant
black fluids ran from the bottom of hislipless vertical mouth. His song was of pain and screaming and
nerves set afire, of secretsreveded, of truth dragged steaming and raw from dl its hidden crevasses.

"No,&€° | said to him. &oeHeisacyborg. If hefedspainit isonly because he willsit. He would shut
down hisreceptors and turn you off, loneling, and your song would turn to silence.”

The neurowhore Shayalla L oethen smiled with resignation. &€cel hen there's nothing for meto work on
ather, Wisdom?'

"I'm not sure, &€+ | admitted. &€ceHe has no obvious genitalia, but if there's anything organic left ingde
him, his pleasure centers might be intact. He claimsto have been mae. Theingincts might till be viable.
Find out.

She nodded. Her body was soft and white as snow, and sometimes as cold, when she wanted cold, and
sometimes white hot, when that was her desire. Those lipsthat curled upwards now with anticipation
were crimson and dive. The garmentsthat swirled around her changed shape and color even as|
watched, and sparks began to play along her fingertips, arcing across her long, painted nails.

"Drugs?a€s asked Braje, biomed, gengineer, poisoner. She sat thinking, chewing some trang of her own
devising, her swollen body as damp and soft as the swamps outside. &€oeT ruetel1? Agonine? Esperon?”

"l doubt it,&€e | said.

"Disease,&€+ she offered. &€aaManthrax or gangrene. The dlow plague, and we've got the cure?a€s
Shegiggled.

"No,&€- | said curtly.

And therest, and on and on. They dl had their suggestions, their ways of finding out things | wanted to
know, of making themselves useful to me, of earning my gratitude. Such are my Apostles. | listened to
them, let myself be carried along by the babble of voices, weighed, considered, handed out orders, and
findly | sent them dl away, dl but one.

Khar Dorian will be the one to kiss me when that day finally comes. | do not have to be aWisdom to
know that truth.

The rest of them want something of me. When they get it, they will be gone. Khar got hisdesire long ago,
and still he comes back and back and back, to my world and my bed. It isnot love of methat bringshim
back, nor the beauty of the young body | wear, nor anything as smple asthericheshe earns. He has
grander thingsin mind.

"He rode with you,&€e | said. &€oAll theway from Lilith. Who is he?

"A player,&€ Dorian said, grinning at me crookedly, taunting me. He is breathtakingly beautiful. Lean
and hard and well fit, with the arrogance and rough-hewn masculine sexudlity of athirty-year-old, flush
with hedlth and power and hormones. His hair is blond and long and unkempt. Hisjaw is clean and
strong, his nose straight and unbroken, hiseyesahae, vibrant blue. But there is something old living
behind those eyes, something old and cynica and sinigter.

"Dorian,&€« | warned him, &oadon't try gameswith me. He is more than just aplayer. Who ishe?’



Khar Dorian got up, stretched lazily, yawned, grinned. &€0a/Vho he says heis, &€+ my daver told me.
&€EoKleronomeas.”

* * * %

Morality isaclosaly knit garment that binds tightly when it binds at dl, but the vastnesses that lie between
the stars are prone to unraveling it, to plucking it gpart into so many loose threads, each brightly colored,
but forming no discernible pattern. The fashionable Vagabonder isarustic spectacular on Cathaday, the
Y mirian swelters on Vess, the Vessman freezeson Y mir, and the shifting lights the Fellanel wear instead
of cloth provoke rape, riot, and murder on half adozen worlds. So it iswith moras. Good is no more
congtant than the cut of alapdl; the decision to take a sentient life weighs no more heavily than the
decision to bare one's breasts, or hide them.

There are worlds on which | am amongter. | stopped caring along time ago. | came to Croan'dhenni
with my own fashion sense, and no concern for the aesthetic judgments of others.

Khar Dorian calshimsdf adaver, and points out to me that we do, indeed, deal in human flesh. He can
cal himsdf what he likes. | am no daver; the charge offends me. A daver sdllshisclientsinto bondage
and servitude, deprives them of freedom, mobility, and time, dl precious commodities. | do no such thing.
| am only athief. Khar and hisunderlings bring them to me from the swollen cities of Lilith, from the harsh
mountains and cold wastes of Dam Tullian, from the rotting tenements a ong the canals of Vess, from
spaceport bars on Fellanoraand Cymeranth and Shrike, from wherever he can find them, he takes them
and bringsthem to me, and | sted from them and set them free.

A lot of them refuseto go.

They cluster outside my castle wallsin the city they have built, toss giftsto me as| pass, cal out my
name, beg favorsof me. | have left them freedom, mohility, and time, and they squander it al in futility,
hoping to win back the onething | have stolen.

| stedl their bodies, but they |ose their soulsthemselves.

And perhgps | am unduly harsh to cal mysdf athief. These victims Khar brings me are unwilling players
in the game of mind, but no less playersfor al that. Others pay so very dearly and risk so very much for
the same privilege. Some we cal players and some we cal prizes, but when the pain comes and the game
of mind begins, we are dl the same, dl naked and aone without riches or hedlth or status, armed with
only the strength that lieswithin us. Win or lose, live or dig, it isup to usand us aone.

| givethem achance. A few have even won. Very few, true, but how many thieves givether victims any
chanceat dl?

The Sted Angd's, whose worldsliefar from Croan'dhenni on the other side of human space, teach their
children that strength isthe only virtue and weskness the only sin, and preach that the truth of their faithis
written large on the universeitsdlf. It isadifficult point to argue. By their creed, | have every mora right
to the bodies| take, because | am stronger and therefore better and more holy than those born to that
flesh.

Thelittlegirl bornin my present body was not a Sted Angdl, unfortunately.

* k% k %

"And baby makesthree, &€« | said, &€osaven if baby is made of metal and plastic and names himself a
legend.”

"Eh?&€s Rannar looked at me blankly. Heis not aswidely traveled as me, and the reference, something



| have dredged up from my forgotten youth on some world he's never walked, escapes him entirely. His
long, sour face wore alook of patient bafflement.

"We have three players now,&€e | told him carefully. &oaNe can play the game of mind."
That much Rannar understood. &€ceAh yes, of course. I'll seeto it a once, Wisdom."

Craimur Delhune wasthefirst. An ancient thing, almost as old as me, though he had done dl of hisliving
in the same small body. No wonder it was worn out. He was hairless and shriveled, awheezing half-blind
travesty, hisflesh full of dloplasand metd implantsthat labored day and night just to keep him dive. It
was not something they could do much longer, but Cramur Delhune had not had enough living yet, and
s0 he had come to Croan'dhenni to pay for the flesh and begin dl over again. He had been waiting nearly
haf astandard year.

Rieseen Jay was a stranger case. She was under fifty and in decent health, though her flesh boreits own
scars. Rieseen was jaded. She had sampled every pleasure Lilith offered, and Lilith offers agood many
pleasures. She had tasted every food, flowed with every drug, sexed with maes, femades, diens, and
animals, risked her life skiing the glaciers, baiting pit-dragons, fighting in the soar-wars for the delectation
of holofans everywhere. She thought anew body would be just the thing to add spiceto life. Maybe a
male body, she thought, or an dien's offcolor flesh. We get afew like her.

And Joachim Kleronomas made three.
In the game of mind, there are seats for seven. Three players, three prizes, and me.

Rannar offered me athick portfolio, full of photographs and reports on the prizes newly arrived on Khar
Dorian's ships, on the Bright Phoenix and the Second Chance and the New Deal and the Fleshpot
(Khar has dways had a certain black sense of humor). The mgjor-domo hovered at my elbow, solicitous
and helpful, as | turned the pages and made my selections. &€ceShe's delicious,é€e he said once, a a
picture of adim Vessgirl with frightened yellow eyesthat hinted a a hybrid gene-mix. &€odVery strong
and hedthy, that one &€ he said later, as| considered a hugely muscled youth with green eyes and
waist-long braided black hair. | ignored him. | dwaysignore him.

"Him,&€- | said, taking out the file of aboy as dender as adtiletto, his ruddy skin covered with tattoos.
Khar had purchased him from the authorities on Shrike, where held been convicted of killing another
sixteen-year-old. On most worlds Khar Dorian, the infamous free trader, smuggler, raider, and daver,
had a name synonymous with evil; parents threatened their children with him. On Shrike hewasasolid
citizen who did the community great service by buying up the garbage in the prisons.

"Her, &€ | said, setting aside a second photograph, of a pudgy young woman of about thirty standard
whose wide green eyes betrayed a certain vacancy. From Cymeranth, her file said. Khar had dropped
oneof hisraidersinto acolddeep facility for the mentaly damaged and helped himsdlf to some young,
hedlthy, attractive bodies. This one was soft and fat, but that would change once an active mind wore the
flesh again. The origind owner had sucked up too much dreamdust.

"Andit,a€- | said. Thethird filewasthat of agvhern hatchling, agrim-looking individua with fierce
magenta eye-crests and huge, lesthery batwingsthat glistened with iridescent ails. It wasfor Rieseen Jay,
who thought she might liketo try anonhuman body. If she could winit.

"Very good, Wisdom,&€+ said Rannar approvingly. He was always approving. When he had cometo
Croan'dhenni, his body was grotesque; he'd been caught in bed with the daughter of hisemployer, a
V'lador knight of the blood, and the punishment was extensive ritual mutilation. He did not have the price
of agame. Rut I'd had two players waiting for dmost ayear, one of whom was dying of manthrax, so



when Rannar offered me ten years of faithful service to make up the difference, | accepted.

Sometimes | had my regrets. | could fed his eyes on my body, could sense hismind stripping away the
soft armor of my clothesto fasten, leechlike, on my small, budding breasts. The girl held been found with
was not much younger than the flesh | now wore.

* * % %

My cadtleisbuilt of obsidian.

North of here, far north, in the smoky polar wastedlands where eternd fires burn againgt apurple sky, the
black volcanic glass lies upon the ground like common stone. It took thousands of Croan'dhic minersnine
standard yearsto find enough for my purposes and drag it al back to the swamps, over al those barren
kilometers. It took hundreds of artisans another six to cut and polish it and fit it al together into the dark
shimmering mosaic that ismy home. | judged the effort worthwhile.

My castle stands on four great jagged pillars high up above the smells and damp of the Croan'dhic
swampland, ablaze with colored lights whose ghosts glimmer within the black glass. My castle gleams; a
thing of beauty, austere and forbidding, supreme and agpart from the shantytown that has grown up
around it, where the losers and discards and dispossessed huddle hopelesdy in floating reed-huits,
festering treehouses, and hovels on half-rotted wooden stilts. The obsidian gpped sto my aesthetic sense,
and | find its symbolism appropriate to this house of pain and rebirth. Lifeisborn in the hest of sexua
passion as obsidian isborn in volcanic fire. The clean truth of light can sometimes flow through its
blackness, beauty seen dimly through darkness, and like life, it isterribly fragile, with edges that can be
dangeroudy sharp.

Inside my castle are rooms on rooms, some paneled over with fragrant native woods and covered with
fursand thick carpets, some left bare and black ceremonia chambers where dark reflections move
through glasswalls and footsteps click brittle againgt glassfloors. In the center, at the very apex, risesan
onion-shaped obsidian tower, braced by sted. Within the dome, a single chamber.

| ordered the castle built, replacing an older and much shabbier structure, and to that single tower
chamber, | caused the Artifact to be moved.

Itisthere that the game of mind is played.

My own suiteis at the base of the tower. The reasonsfor that were symbolic aswell. None achieve
rebirth without first passing through me.

* * * %

| was bresking fast in bed, on butterfruit and raw fish and strong black coffee, with Khar Dorian
stretched out languid and insolent beside me, when my scholar Apostle, Alta-k-Nahr, came to me with
her report.

She stood at the foot of my bed, her back twisted like agreat question mark by her disease, her long
features permanently set in agrimace of distaste, her skin shot through with swollen veinslike great blue
worms, and she told me of her researches on the historica Kleronomasin avoice unnecessarily soft.

"His full name was Joachim Charle Kleronomas,&€» she said, and he was native to New Alexandria, a
first-generation colony less than seventy light-years from Old Earth. Records of his birthdate, childhood,
and adolescence are fragmentary and contradictory. The most popular legendsindicate his mother wasa
high-ranking officer on awarship of the 13th Human Feet, under Stephen Cobalt Northstar, and that
Kleronomas met her only twice. He was gestated in a hireling host-mother and reared by hisfather, a
minor scholar at alibrary on New Alexandria. My opinionisthat thistae of hisorigin explains, abit too



nestly, how Kleronomas came to combine both the scholastic and martid traditions; therefore | question
itsreliability.

"More certain isthefact that hejoined the military at avery early age, in those last days of the Thousand
YearsWar. He served initidly as systems tech on a screamer-class raider with the 17th Human Flest,
digtinguished himself in degpspace actions off El Dorado and Arturius and in the raids on Hrag Druun,
after which he was promoted to cadet and given command training. By the time the 17th was shifted from
itsoriginal base on Fenristo aminor sector capital called Avaon, Kleronomas had earned further
digtinction, and was the third-in-command of the dropship Hannibal . Butintheraidson
Hruun-Fourteen, the Hannibal took heavy damage from Hrangan defenders, and was finally abandoned.
The screamer in which Kleronomas escaped was disabled by enemy fire and crashed planetside, killing
everyone aboard. He was the sole survivor. Another screamer picked up what was left of him, but he
was s0 near dead and horribly maimed that they shoved him into cryostorage at once. He was taken
back to Avaon, but resources were few and demands many, and they had no time to bother reviving
him. They kept him under for years.

"Meanwhile, the Collapse wasin progress. It had beenin progressdl of hislifetime, actudly, but
communications across the width of the old Federal Empire were so dow that no one knew it. But a
single decade saw the revolt on Thor, the total disintegration of the 15th Human Fleet, and Old Earth's
attempt to remove Stephen Cobalt Northstar from command of the 13th, which led inevitably to the
secession of Newholme and most of the other first-generation colonies, to Northstar's obliteration of
Widlington, to civil war, breakaway colonies, lost worlds, the fourth great expansion, the hellfleet legend,
and ultimatdly the sedling of Old Earth and the effective cessation of commercid arflight for a
generation. Longer than that, far far longer, on some more remote worlds, many of which devolved to
near-savagery or developed odd variant cultures.

"Out on the front, Avalon had its own first-hand experience of the Collgpse when Rajeen Tober,
commanding the 17th Fleet, refused to submit to the civil authorities and took his ships deep into the
Tempter's Vel to found his own persond empire safe from both Hrangan and human retdiation. The
departure of the 17th left Avalon essentidly defensdess. The only warships till in the sector were the
ancient hulks of the 5th Human Feet, which had last seen combat nearly seven centuries erlier, when
Avaonwas avery distant strikebase against the Hrangans. About a dozen capital-class ships and
thirty-odd smaller craft of the 5th remained in orbit around Avalon, most needing extensive repairs, al
functiondly obsolete. But they were the only defenders | eft to afrightened world, so Avaon determined
to refit and restore them. To crew these museum pieces, Avaon turned to its cryonic wards, and began
to thaw every combat veteran on hand, including Joachim Kleronomas. The damage he had sustained
was extensve, but Avaon needed every last body. Kleronomas returned more machine than man. A

cyborg.”

| leaned forward to interrupt Alta's recitation. &€ceAre there any pictures of him as he was then?a€ |
asked her.

"Y es. Both before and after. Kleronomas was abig man, with blue-black skin, aheavy outthrust jaw,
grey eyes, long pure white hair. After the operation, the jaw and the bottom half of hisface were gone
entirely, replaced with seamless meta. No mouth, no nose. He took nourishment intravenoudy. One eye
waslog, replaced by acrystal sensor with IR/UV range. Hisright arm and the entire right half of his
chest was cybered, stedl plate, duraloy mesh, plagtic. A third of hisinner organs were synthetic. And
they gave him ajack, of course, and built in asmal computer. From the beginning, Kleronomas
disdained cosmetics,; he looked exactly like what he was."

| smiled. &€aBut what he was, that was still agood deal more fleshy than our new guest?'



"True,&» said my scholar: &€oeTherest of the history ismore well known. There weren't many officers
among the revived. Kleronomas was given his own command, asmal courier-class ship. He served for a
decade, pursuing the scholarly studiesin history and anthropology that were his private passion, and
risng higher and higher in the ranks while Avaon waited for shipsthat never came and built more and
more ships of its own. There were no trades, no raids; the interregnum had come.

"Findly, abolder civil leadership decided to risk afew of its shipsand find out how the rest of human
civilization had fared. Six of the ancient 5th Fleet dreadnaughts were refitted as science survey craft and
sent out. Kleronomas was given command of one of them. Of those survey ships, two were lost on their
missions, and three others returned within two years carrying minima information on ahandful of the
closest systems, prompting the Avaoniansto reinitiate starflight on avery limited loca bass. Kleronomas
was thought logt.

"Hewas not logt. When the smdll, limited gods of the origina survey were completed, he decided to
continue rather than return to Avalon. He became obsessed with the next star, and the next after that, and
the next after that. He took his ship on and on. There were mutinies, desertions, dangersto be faced and
fought, and Kleronomas dedlt with them al. Asacyborg, he wasimmensdly long-lived. The legends say
he became ever more metallic as the voyage went on, and on Eris discovered the matrix crystal and
expanded hisintellectua abilities by orders of magnitude through the addition of thefirst crysta-matrix
computer. That particular story fits his character; he was obsessed not only with the acquisition of
knowledge, but with its retention. Altered so, he would never forget.

"When he finally returned to Avaon, more than ahundred standard years had passed. Of the men and
women who had left Avaon with him, Kleronomas aone survived; his ship was manned by the
descendants of itsorigina crew, plusthose recruits he had gathered on the worlds he visited. But he had
surveyed four hundred and forty-nine planets, and more asteroids, comets, and satdllites than anyone
would have dreamed possible. The information he brought back became the foundation upon which the
Academy of Human Knowledge was built, and the crystal samples, incorporated into existing systems,
became the medium in which that knowledge was stored, eventually evolving into the academy's vast
Artificid Intelligences and the fabled crysta towers of Avaon. The resumption of large-scae sarflight
soon thereafter wasthe real end of the interregnum. Kleronomas himsdlf served asthe first academy
adminigtrator until his degth, which supposedly came on Avaonin ai-42, that is, forty-two standard years
after theday of hisreturn.”

| laughed. &€oeExcellent,&€e | told Alta-k-Nahr. &€odHe's afraud, then. Dead at least seven hundred
years.&€» | looked at Khar Dorian, whose long fine hair was spread across the pillow as he nibbled on a
hedl of mead bread. &€ceY ou are dipping, Khar. He fooled you."

Khar swallowed, grinned. &oa/NVhatever you say, Wisdom,&€» he said, in atone that told me he was
anything but contrite. &€osshdl | kill him for you?"

"No,&€ | said. &€acHe isaplayer. In the game of mind, there are no imposters. Let him play. Let him
play.”

* k% k %

Days later, when the game had been scheduled, | called the cyborg to me. | saw him in my office, alarge
room with deep scarlet carpeting, where my glassflower sits by the great window that overlooks my
battlements and the swamp town below.

Hisface was without expression. Of course, of course. &€0eY ou summoned me, Cyrain of Ash."

"The gameis set,&€+ | told him. &odour days from today."



"I am pleased,&€- he said.
"Would you like to see the prizes?a€» | offered him the files; the boy, the girl, the hatchling.
He glanced at them briefly, without interest.

"I am told,&€+ | said to him, &odhat you have spent alot of time wandering these past days. Inside my
castle, and outside in the town and the swamps.

"True,&€ he said. &ad do not deep. Knowledge ismy diversion, my addiction. | was curiousto learn
what sort of placethiswas."

Smiling, | said, &oeAnd what sort of placeisit, cyborg?”

He could not smile, nor frown. Histone was even, polite. &€0eA vile place, &€ he said. &€ceA place of
despair and degradation.”

"A place of eternal, undying hope &€ | said.

"A place of sickness, of the body and the soul.”

"A place where the sick grow well &€ | countered.

"And where the well grow sick,&€e the cyborg said. &€0eA place of death.”
"A place of life,&€» | said. &€odsn't that why you came? For life?"

"And death,&€+ he said. &€ad have told you, they are the same.”

| leaned forward. &o2And | havetold you, they are very different. Y ou make harsh judgments, cyborg.
Rigidity isto be expected in amachine, but thisfine, precious mora sengitivity isnot.”

"Only my body is machine &€ he said.

| picked up hisfile. &ceThat is not my understanding,&€e | said. &oaNhereisyour mordity in regard to
lying? Especidly so transparent alie?&€e | opened thefileflat on my desk. &€od've had afew interesting
reports from my Apostles. Y ou've been extraordinarily cooperative.”

"If you wish to play the game of mind, you cannot offend the painlord,&€e he said.

| smiled. &0d'm not as easily offended as you might think.&€ | searched through the reports.
a€oeDoctor Lyman did afull scan on you. He finds you an ingenious construct. And made entire of plastic
and meta. Thereis nothing organic |eft ingde you, cyborg. Or should | call you robot? Can computers
play the game of mind, | wonder? Wewill certainly find out. Y ou have three of them, | see. A small one
inwhat should be your brain case that attends to motor functions, sensory input and internal monitoring, a
much larger library unit occupying most of your lower torso, and a crystal matrix in your chest.&€e |
looked up. &ceY our heart, cyborg?’

"My mind,&€» he said. &£0Ask your Doctor Lyman, and he will tell of other caseslike mine. What isa
human mind? Memories. Memories are data. Character, persondity, individua volition. Those are
programming. It is possible to imprint the whole of ahuman mind upon acrysta matrix computer.”

"And trap the soul in the crystal 7&€e | said. &odDo you believe in souls?!
"Do you?&€. he asked.



"l must. | am mistress of the game of mind. It would seem to be required of me.&€- | turned to the other
reports my Apostles had assembled on this construct who called himself Kleronomas. &€aeDeish
Green-9 interfaced with you. He says you have asystem of incredible sophistication, that the speed of
your circuitry greetly exceeds human thought, that your library containsfar more bleinformation
than any single organic brain could retain even wereit able to make full use of its capacity, and that the
mind and memories|ocked within that crystal matrix are that of one Joachim Kleronomas. He swearsto
that.”

The cyborg said nothing. Perhaps he might have smiled then, had he the capacity.

"On the other hand,&€* | said, &€camy scholar Alta-k-Nahr assures me that Kleronomas is dead seven
hundred years. Who am | to believe?’

"Whomever you choose, &€« he said indifferently.

"I might hold you here and send to Avaon for confirmation,&€e | said. | grinned. &€08A thirty-year
voyage in, thirty more years back out. Say ayear to research the question. Can you wait Sixty-one years

to play, cyborg?'
"Aslong as necessary, &€+ he said.
"Shaydlasaysyou are thoroughly asexud.”

"That capacity waslost from the day they remade me, &€« he said. &€aaMy interest in the subject
lingered for some centuries afterwards, but finaly that too faded. If | choose, | have accessto afull range
of erotic memories of the dayswhen | wore organic flesh. They remain asfresh asthe day they were
entered into my computer. Once locked in crystal, memories cannot fade, as with ahuman brain. They
arethere, waiting to be tapped. But for centuries now, | have had no inclination to recall them.”

| was intrigued. &€ceY ou cannot forget,&€. | said.
"| can erase, &€+ he said. &€ad can choose not to remember.”
"If you are among thewinnersin our little game of mind, you will regain your sexudity.”

"l am aware of that. It will be an interesting experience. Perhapsthen | will choose to tap those ancient
memories.”

"Yes &€ | sad, delighted. &€oey ou'll begin to use them, and at precisdy the same instant you will begin
to forget them. Thereisalossthere, cyborg, as sharp asyour gain.”

"Gain or loss. Living and dying. | havetold you, Cyrain, they cannot be separated.”

"| don't accept that, &€ | said. It was at issuewith al | believe, dl | am; hisrepetition of the lie annoyed
me. &EaBraje says you cannot be affected by drugs or disease. Obvious. Y ou could be dismantled,
though. Severa of my Apostles have offered to dispose of you, at my command. My diens are especialy
bloodthirdty, it seems.”

"I have no blood,&€+ he said. Sardonic? Or wasit dl the power of suggestion?

"Y our lubricants might suffice,&€s | said dryly. &ceTr'k'nn'r would test your capacity for pain. AanTerg
Moonscorer, my g'vhern agridi<t, has offered to drop you from agreat height.”

"That would be an unconscionable crime by nest sandards.”



"Yesand no,&€e | said. &€08A nestborn g'vhern would be aghast at the suggestion that flight be thus
perverted. My Apostle, on the other hand, would be more aghast at the suggestion of birth contral.
Flapping those aily leather wingsyou'l find the mind of a haf-sane cripple from New Rome. Thisis
Croan'dhenni. We are not as we seem.”

"Soit appears.”

" Jonas has offered to destroy you too, in aless dramatic but equally effective fashion. Hes my largest
Apostle. Deformed by runaway glands. The patron saint of advanced automatic wesponry, and my chief
of security.”

"Obvioudy you have declined these offers, &€ the cyborg said.
| leaned back. &€og0bvioudy, &€ | said, &€odhough | dways reserve the right to change my mind."

"I am aplayer,&€* he said. &€ad have paid Khar Dorian, have bribed the Croan'dhic port-guards, have
paid your mgor-domo and yourself. Inwards, on Lilith and Cymeranth and Shrike and other worlds
where they speak of thisblack palace and its half-mythica mistress, they say that your players are treated
withfarness”

"Wrong,&€- | said. &€ad am never fair, cyborg. Sometimes | am just. When the whim takes me.”
"Do you threaten all your players as you have threatened me?a€s he asked.

"No,&€» | admitted. &€ad'm making a specia exception in your case.”

"Why?&€» he asked.

"Because you're dangerous,&€» | said, smiling. We had cometo the heart of it a last. | shuffled through
al my Apostolic bulls, and extracted the last of them, the most important. &€oeAt least one of my
Apostles you have never met, but he knows you, cyborg, knows you better than you would dream.”

The cyborg said nothing.

"My pet telepath,&€e | said. &EceSebastian Cayle. HE's blind and twisted and | keep him inabig jar, but
he has his uses. He can probe through walls. He has stroked the crystals of your mind, friend, and
tripped the binary synapses of your id. Hisreport isabit cryptic, but admirably terse.&€ | did it across
the desk for the cyborg to read.

A haunted labyrinth of thought. The steel ghost. The truth within the lie, life in death and death in
life. He will take everything from you if he can. Kill him now.

"You are ignoring his advice,a€- the cyborg said.
"I am,&€- | told him.

Why?

"Because you're amystery, one | plan to solve when we play the game of mind. Because yourea
chalenge, and it has been along time since | was chalenged. Because you dare to judge me and dream
of destroying me, and it has been ages since anyone found the courage to do ether of those things.”

* k k %

Obsidian makes adark, distorted mirror, but one that suits me. We take our reflections for granted all
our lives, until the hour comeswhen our eyes search for the familiar festures and find instead the image of



asgtranger. Y ou cannot know the meaning of horror or of fascination until you take that first long gaze
from astranger's eyes, and raise an unfamiliar hand to touch the other's cheek, and fed those fingers, light
and cool and afraid, brush againgt your skin.

| was dready a stranger when | came to Croan'dhenni more than a century ago. | knew my face, aswell
| should, having worn it nearly ninety years. It was the face of awoman who was both hard and strong,
with deep lines around her grey eyesfrom squinting into dien suns, awide mouth not without its
generosity, anose once broken that had not healed straight, short brown hair in perpetua disarray. A
comfortable face, and onethat | had a certain affection for. But | lost it somewhere, perhaps during my
yearson Gulliver, logt it when | wastoo busy to notice. By thetime| reached Lilith, the first stranger had
begun to haunt my mirrors. She was an old woman, old and wrinkled. Her eyes were grey and rheumy
and garting to dim, her hair white and thin, with patches of pinkish scap showing through; the edge of her
mouth trembled, there were broken capillariesin her nose; and beneath her chin lay several folds of soft
grey flesh like the wattles of ahen. Her skin was soft and loose, where mine had away's been taut and
flush with hedlth, and there was another thing, athing you could not seein the mirroré€” asmell of
sicknessthat enveloped her like the cheap perfume of an aged courtesan, a pheromone for degth.

| did not know her, thisold sick thing, nor did | cherish her company. They say that age and sickness
come dowly on worldslike Avaon and Newholme and Prometheus; legends claim death no longer
comesat adl on Old Earth behind its shining wals. But Avalon and Newholme and Prometheus were far
away, and Old Earth issealed and lost to us, and | was done on Lilith with astranger in my mirror. And
50 | took mysalf beyond the manrealm, past the furthest reach of human arms, to the wet dimness of
Croan'dhenni, where whispers said anew life could be found. | wanted to look into amirror once more,
and find the old friend that | had logt.

Instead | found more stranger's.

Thefirst wasthe painlord itself; mindlord, lifelord, master of life and desth. Before my coming, it had
ruled here forty-odd standard years. It was Croan'dhic, anative, agreat bulbous thing with swollen eyes
and mottled blue-green skin, a grotesque parody of atoad with dender, double-jointed arms and three
long vertical maws like wet black woundsin its fragrant flesh. When | looked upon it, | could tasteits
weakness,; it was vastly fat, a sea of spreading blubber with an odor like rotten eggs, where the
Croan'dhic guards and servants were well-muscled and hard. But to topple the mindlord, you must
become the mindlord. When we played the game of mind, | took itslife, and wokein that vile bodly.

Itisno easy thing for ahuman mind to wear an dien skin; for aday and anight | waslost insde that
hideous flesh, sorting through sights and sounds and smellsthat made no more sense than the imagesin
nightmare, screaming, clawing for control and sanity. | survived. A triumph of spirit over flesh. When |
was ready, another game of mind was called, and thistime | emerged with the body of my choice.

She was a human. Thirty-nine years of age by her reckoning, healthy, plain of face but strong of body, a
professional gambler who had come to Croan'dhenni for the ultimate game. She had long red-brown hair
and eyes whaose blue-green color reminded me of the seas of Gulliver. She had some strength, but not
enough. In those distant days, before the coming of Khar Dorian and his daversad€™ fleet, few humans
found their way to Croan'dhenni. My choice waslimited. | took her.

That night | looked into the mirror again. It was still astranger'sface, hair too long, eyes of the wrong
hue, a nose as straight as the blade of aknife, acareful guarded mouth that had done too little smiling.

Y ears afterward, when that body began to cough blood from some inferna pestilence out of the
Croan'dhic swamps, | built aroom of obsidian mirrorsto meet each new stranger. Y ears pass more
swiftly than | careto think while that room remains sedled and inviolate, but aways, findly, the day



comeswhen | know | will bevisiting it once more, and then my servants climb the stairs and polish the
black mirrorsto afine dark sheen, and when the game of mind isdone | ascend adone and strip off my
clothing and stand and turn in solitude, dow dancing with theimages of others.

High, sharp cheekbones and dark eyes sunk in deep hollows benegth her brow. A face shaped likea
heart, surrounded by a nimbus of wild black hair, large pae breasts tipped with brown. Taut lean muscles
moving beneath oiled red-brown skin, long fingernails sharp as claws, anarrow pointed chin, brown hair
likewire bristles cut in athin high stripe across her scalp and halfway down her back, the hot scent of rut
heavy between her thighs. My thighs? On athousand worlds, humanity changesin athousand different
ways.

Massive boney head looking down &t the world from near three meters height, beard and hair blending
into one leonine mane as bright as beaten gold, strength written large in every bone and sinew, the broad
flat chest with its usalessred nipples, the strangeness of the long, soft penis between my legs. Too much
strangeness for me; the penis stayed soft all the months | wore that body, and that year my mirrored
room was opened twice.

A face very likethe onethat | remember. But how well do | remember? A century was gone to dust, and
| kept no likenesses of thefaces | had worn. From my first youth long ago, only the glass flower
remained. But she had short brown hair, asmile, grey-green eyes. Her neck wastoo long, her breasts
too small, perhaps. But shewas close, close, until she grew old, and the day came when | glimpsed
another stranger walking beside meinsidethe castlewdlls.

And now the haunted child. In the mirrors she lookslike adaughter of dreams, the daughter | might have
birthed had | been far lovelier than | ever was. Khar brought her to me, agift he said, amost beautiful
gift, to repay mein kind after | had found him grey and impotent, hoarse of voice and scarred of face,
and made him young and handsome.

Sheis perhaps eleven years old, perhaps twelve. Her body is gaunt and awvkward, but the beauty is
there, locked inside, just beginning to blossom. Her breasts are budding now, and her blood first came
lessthan haf ayear ago. Her hair isslver-gold, long and straight, aglittering cascade thet falls nearly to
her hedls. Her eyesare lamein her small face, and they are the deepest, purest violet. Her faceis
something sculpted. She was bred to be thus, no doubt of that; genetic tail oring has made the Shrikan
trade-lords and the wedlthy of Lilith and Fellanoraabresthtakingly beautiful folk.

When Khar brought her to me, she was shy of seven, her mind dready gone, awhimpering animd thing
screaming in adark locked room within her skull. Khar says she was that way when he bought her, the
dispossessed daughter of a Fellanei robber baron toppled and executed for political crimes, hisfamily
and friends and retainers dain with him or turned into mindless sexud playthingsfor hisvictorious
enemies. That iswhat Khar says. Mogt of thetime| even believe him.

Sheisyounger and prettier than | can ever remember being, even in my lost first youth on Ash, wherea
nameless boy gave me aglassflower. | hopeto wear this sweet flesh for asmany yearsas| worethe
body | wasborn to. If | dwell here long enough, perhaps the day will comewhen | can look into adark
mirror and see my own face again.

* * % %
One by one they ascended unto me; through Wisdom to rebirth, or so they hoped.

High above the swamps, locked within my tower, | prepared for them in the changing chamber, hard by
my unimpressive throne. The Artifact is not prepossessing; arudely shaped bowl of some soft dien dloy,
charcod grey in color and faintly warm to the touch, with six niches spaced evenly around the rim. They



are seets, cramped, hard, uncomfortable seats, designed for obvioudy nonhuman physognomies, but
seets nonetheless. From the floor of the bowl rises a dender column that blossomsinto another seet, the
awkward cup that enthrones ... choose the title you like best. Painlord, mindlord, lifelord, giver and taker,
operator, trigger, master. All of them are me. And others before me, the chain rattling back to The White
and perhaps earlier, to the makers, the unknowns who fashioned this machine in the dimness of distant
eons.

If the chamber hasits drama, that ismy doing. The walls and ceiling are curved, and fashioned
laborioudy of athousand individua pieces of polished obsidian. Some shards are cut very thin, sothe
grey light of the Croan'dhic sun can force itsway through. Some shards are so thick asto be dmost
opague. The room is one color, but athousand shades, and for those who have the wit to seeit, it forms
agreat mosaic of life and death, dreams and nightmares, pain and ecstasy, excess and emptiness,
everything and nothing, blending oneinto the other, around and around unending, acircle, acycle, the
worm that eatsits own tail forever, each pieceindividua and fragile and razor-edged and each part of a
greater picture that isvast and black and brittle.

| stripped and handed my clothing to Rannar, who folded each garment nestly. The cup istoplessand
egg-shaped | climbed inside and folded my legs beneath mein alotus, the best possible compromise
between the lines of the Artifact and the human physique. The interior walls of the machine began to
bleed; glistening red-black fluid beading on the grey meta of the egg, each globule swelling fatter and
heavier until it burst. Streams trickled down the smooth, curved walls, and the moisture began to collect
at the bottom. My bare skin burned where the fluid touched me. The flow came faster and heavier, the
fire cregping up my body, until | was half immersed.

"Send them in,&€+ | told Rannar. How many times have | said those words? | have lost count.

The prizeswereled in first. Khar Dorian came with the tattooed boy. &€celhere, &€ Khar said
offhandedly, gesturing to aseat while smiling lascivioudy for me, and the hard youth, thiskiller, thiswild
bloody tough, shrank away from his escort and took the place assigned to him. Brgje, my biomed,
brought the woman. They too are of akind, palid, overweight, soft. Brgje giggled as she fastened the
manacles about her complaisant charge. The hatchling fought, its lean muscleswrithing, its grest wings
besting together in adramatic but ultimately ineffectua thunderclap as huge, glowering Jonas and hismen
forced it down into its niche. Asthey manacled it into place, Khar Dorian grinned and the gvhern made a
high, thin whistling sound that hurt the ears.

Craimur Delhune had to be carried in by hisaides and hirelings. &€oeThere,&€» | told them, pointing, and
they propped him awkwardly into one of the niches. His shrunken, wizened face stared at me, half-blind
eyes darting around the chamber like small, feral beadts, his mouth sucking greedily, asif hisrebirth was
done and he sought a mother's breast. He was blind to the mosaic; for him, it was only adark room with
black glasswalls.

Rieseen Jay swaggered in, bored by my chamber before she even entered it. She saw the mosaic but
gaveit only acursory glance, as something benegth her notice, too tiresome to study. Instead she made a
dow circuit of the niches, ingpecting each of the prizes like a butcher examining the meet. Shelingered
longest in front of the hatchling, seeming to delight in its struggles, its obviousfear, the way it hissed and
whistled at her and glared from those fierce, bright eyes. She reached out to touch awing, and legpt
back, laughing, when the hatchling bit at her. Findly shetook hersdlf to a seat, where she sprawled
languidly, waiting for the gameto begin.

Findly Kleronomas.

He saw the mosaic at once, stopped, stared up &t it, his crystaline eyes scanning dowly around the



room, hating here and there again to study some fine detail. He paused so long that Rieseen Jay grew
impatient, and snapped at him to take a seat. The cyborg studied her, metal face unreadable.
&Eouiet, &€ | said.

Hefinished his study of the dome, taking his own time, and only then seated himsdlf in the findl empty
niche. Theway hetook his place was asif al the seats had been vacant and this was his choice, selected
by him done.

"Clear the room,&€- | commanded. Rannar bowed and gestured them out, Jonas and Bragje and the
others. Khar Dorian went last, and made a gesture at me as he took hisleave. Meaning what? Good
luck? Perhaps. | heard Rannar seal the door.

"Well?a€+ demanded Rieseen Jay.

| gave her alook that silenced her. &€o0eY ou are all seated in the Siege Perilous,&€» | said. | aways
began with those words. No one ever understood. Thistime ... Kleronomas, perhaps. | watched the
mask that was hisface. Within the crystd of hiseyes, | saw adight shifting motion, and triedto find a
meaning init. &oeThere are no rulesin the game of mind. But | have rules, for when it isover, when you
are back in my domain.

"Those of you who are here unwillingly, if you are strong enough to hold the flesh, you wear, it isyours
forever. | giveit to you fredly. No prize plays more than once. Hold fast to your birthflesh and wheniitis
done, Khar Dorian will take you back to the world he found you on and set you loose with a thousand
standards and your freedom.

"Those players who find rebirth this day, who rise in strange flesh when this game is ended, remember
that what you have won or lost is your own doing, and spare me your regrets and recriminations. If you
are disstisfied with the outcome of this gaming, you may of course play again. If you havethe price.

"Onelast warning. For dl of you. Thisisgoing to hurt. Thisisgoing to hurt more than anything you ever
imagined.”
So saying, | began the game of mind. Once more,

* * % %
What can you say about pain?

Words can trace only the shadow of thething itsdlf. Theredlity of hard, sharp physica painislike nothing
else, and it isbeyond language. Theworld istoo much with us, day and night, but when we hurt, when
weredly hurt, the world melts and fades and becomes aghogt, adim memory, asilly unimportant thing.
Whatever ideds, dreams, loves, fears, and thoughts we might have had become ultimately unimportant.
We are donewith our pain, it isthe only force in the cosmos, the only thing of substance, the only thing
that matters, and if the pain is bad enough and lastslong enough, if it isthe sort of agony that goes on and
on, then al the things that are our humanity melt beforeit and the proud sophisticated computer that isthe
human brain becomes capable of but a single thought:

Make it stop, make it STOP!

And if the pain does eventudly stop, afterwards, with the passage of time, even the mind that has
experienced it becomes unable to comprehend it, unable to remember how bad it truly was, unableto
describeit so asto even gpproach the terrible truth of what it felt like when it was happening.

In the game of mind, the agony of the painfield islike no other pain, like nothing | have ever experienced.



The painfield does no harm to the body, leaves no marks, no scars, no injuries, no signsto itspassing. It
touches the mind directly with an agony beyond my power to express. How long doesit last? A question
for relativigs. It lasts but the smallest part of amicrosecond, and it lasts forever.

The Wisdoms of Dam Tullian are masters of ahundred different disciplines of mind and body, and they
teach their acolytes atechnique for isolating pain, dissociating from it, pushing it away and thus
transcending it. | had been aWisdom for haf my lifewhen | first played the game of mind. | used dll |

had been taught, al the tricks and truths | had mastered and learned to rely on. They were utterly useless.
Thiswasapain that did not touch the body, a pain that did not race aong the nerve paths, a pain that
filled the mind so completely and so shatteringly that not even the smallest part of you wasfreeto think or
plan or meditate. The pain was you, and you were the pain. There was nothing to dissociate from, no
cool sanctum of thought where you might retret.

The painfield wasinfinite and eterna, and from that ceasel ess and unthinkable agony there was only one
sure surcease. It wasthe old one, the true one, the same balm that has been succor to billions of men and
women, and even the smallest of the beasts of the field, since the beginning of time. Pain'sdark lord. My
enemy, my lover. Again, yet again, wanting only an end to suffering, | rushed to hisblack embrace.

Death took me, and the pain ended.

On avadt, echoey plainin aplace beyond life, | waited for the others.

* k% k %

Dim shadows taking form from the migts. Four, five, yes. Have we lost some of them? It would not
surprise me. In three games out of four, aplayer finds histruth in desth and seeks no further. Thistime?
No. | seethe sixth shape striding out of the writhing fog, we are al here, | look around mysalf once more,
count three, four, five, 9x, seven, and me, me, eight.

Eight?

That'swrong, that's very wrong. | am dizzy, disoriented. Nearby someoneis screaming. A little girl,
sweet-faced, innocent, dressed in pastels and pretty gems. She does not know how she got here, she
does not understand, her eyes arelost and childish and far too trusting, and the pain has woken her from
adreamdust languor to astrange land full of fear.

| raiseasmadl, strong hand, gaze at the thick brown fingers, the patch of callous by my thumb, the blunt
wide nailstrimmed to the quick. | make afigt, afamiliar gesture, and in my hand amirror takes shape
from theiron of my will and the quicksilver of my desire. Withinitsglittering depths | seeaface. Itisthe
face of awoman who is both hard and strong, with deep lines around her grey eyesfrom squinting into
dien suns, awide mouth not without its generosity, a nose once broken that has not healed straight, short
brown hair in perpetua disarray. A comfortable face. It gives me comfort now.

Themirror dissolvesinto smoke. Theland, the sky, everything is shifting and uncertain. The swest little
girl is<till screaming for her daddy. Some of the others are staring at me, lost. Thereisayoung man, plain
of face, hisblack hair swept back straight and feathered with color in a style that has not been the fashion
on Gulliver for acentury. His body looks soft, but in hiseyes | see ahard edge that reminds me of Khar
Dorian. Rieseen Jay seems stunned, wary, frightened, but till sheisrecognizably Rieseen Jay; whatever
else might be said of her, she has a strong sense of who sheis. Perhapsthat will even be enough. The
gvhern looms near her, far larger here than it seemed before, its body glistening with oil asit soreads
demonic wings and beginsto whip the fog into long grey ribbons. In the game of mind, it wearsno
manacles; Rieseen Jay lookslong, and cowers away from it. So too does another player, awispy grey
shape covered by ablaze of tattoos, hisface apae blur with neither purpose nor definition. Thelittle girl



screams on and on. | turn away from them, leave them to their own devices, and facethefind player.

A big man, his skin the color of polished ebony with adark blue undertone where hislong musclesflex as
he stretches. Heis naked. Hisjaw is square and heavy, jutting sharply forward. Long hair surrounds his
face and fals past his shoulders, hair as white and crisp as fresh bedshests, as white as the untouched
snow of aworld that men have never walked. As | watch him, histhick, dark penis stirsagaingt hisleg,
swells, grows erect. He smiles at me. &€oa/Visdom,&€« he says.

Suddenly I'm naked too.

| frown, and now | wear an ornate suit of armor, overlapping plates of gilded durdloy, filigreed with
forbidding runes, and beneath my arm isamatching antique helmet, festooned with aplume of bright
feathers. &osloachim Kleronomas,&€» | say. His penis grows and thickens until it isan absurd fat staff
that presses hard againgt the flatness of his stomach. | cover it, and him, in auniform from ahistory text,
al black and silver, with the blue-green globe of Old Earth sewn on hisright deeve and twin silver
gdaxiesswirlingon hiscallar.

"No,&€- he says, amused, &od never reached that rank,&€» and the galaxies are gone, replaced by a
circle of Sx slver stars. &ceAnd for most of my time, Wisdom, my alegiance wasto Avaon, not
Earth.&€« Hisuniform isless martial, more functiona, a simple grey-green jumpsuit with ablack fabric
belt and a pocket heavy with pens. Only the silver circle of stars remains. &€ceT here, &€« he says.

"Wrong,&€e | tell him. &oaNrong Hill.&€» And when | am done talking, only the uniform remains.
Insde the cloth the flesh is gone, replaced by silver-metd mockery, ashining empty thing with atoaster
for ahead. But only for an ingtant. Then the man is back, frowning, unhappy. &€ceCruel &€ he saysto
me. The hardness of his penis strains at the fabric of his crotch.

Behind him, the eighth man, the ghost who ought not be here, the misplaced phantom, makes a soft
whispery sound, a sound like the rustling of dry dead leavesin a cold autumn wind.

Heisathin, shadowy thing, thisintruder. | must look at him very hard to seehim at dl. Heismuch
amaller than Kleronomas, and he givesthe impression of being old and frail, though hisflesh is so wispy,
soinsubstantid, that it ishard to be sure. Heisavision suggested by the random drift of the fog, perhaps,
an echo dressed in faded white, but his eyes glow and shimmer and they are trapped and afraid. He
reaches out to me. The flesh of his hand istranducent, pulled tightly over grey ancient bones.

| back away, uncertain. In the game of mind, the lightest touch can have aterrible redlity.
Behind me | hear more screaming, the terrible wild sound of someonein an ecstasy of fear. | turn.

It has begun in earnest now. The players are seeking their prey. Craimur Delhune, young and vital and far
more muscular than he was amoment ago, stands with aflaming sword in one hand, swinging it easly a
the tattooed boy. The boy ison hisknees, shrieking, trying to cover himsalf with upraised arms, but
Delhune's bright blade passes through the grey shadowflesh unimpeded, and dices at the shining tattoos.
He removes them from the boy surgicaly, swing by swing, and they drift upwardsin the misty air, shining
images of life cut free of the grey skin on which they were imprisoned. Delhune snatches them asthey
float by and swalows them whole. Smoke drifts from his nogtrils and his open mouth. The boy screams
and cringes. Soon therewill be nothing left but shadow.

The hatchling hastaken to the air. It circles above us, keening a usinitshigh, thin voice asitswings
thunder.

Rieseen Jay has had second thoughts, it seems. She stands above the whimpering little girl, who grows



lesslittle with each passing moment. Jay is changing her. Sheisolder now, fatter, her eyesjust as
frightened but far more vacant. Wherever she turns her head, mirrors appear and sing taunts at her with
fat wet lips. Her flesh swellsand swells, tearing free of her poor, frayed clothing; thin lines of spittle run
down her chin. Shewipesat it, crying, but it only flowsfaster, and now it turns pink with blood. Sheis
enormous, gross, revolting. &€ceT hat's you,&€» the mirrors say. &€ceDon't look away. Look at yourself.
You'renot alittlegirl. Look, look, look. Aren't you pretty? Aren't you sweet? Look at you, look at
you.&€+ Rieseen Jay folds her arms, smiles with satisfaction.

Kleronomaslooks at me with cold judgment on hisface. A band of black cloth wrapsitsalf about my
eyes. | blink, vanish it, glare at him. &€od'm not blind,&€ | say. &€0d seethem. It isnot my fight."

The fat woman isaslarge asatruck, as pae and soft as amaggot. Sheis naked and immense and with
each blink of Jay's eye she grows more monstrous. Huge white breasts burst forth from her face, hands,
thighs, and the brown mesty nipples open gaping mouths and began to sing. A thick green penis appears
above her above her vagina, curls down, enters her. Cancers blossom on her skin like afield of dark
flowers. And everywhere are the mirrors, blinking in and out, reflecting and distorting and enlarging,
relentlesdy showing her everything sheis, documenting every grotesgue fancy that Jay inflicts upon her.
Thefat woman is hardly human. From amouth the size of my head, gumless and bleeding, sheissues
forth asound like the wailing of the damned. Her flesh beginsto smoke and tremble.

The cyborg points. All the mirrors explode.

The mistisfull of daggers, shards of divered glassflying everywhere. One comesat me and | makeit
gone. But the others, the others ... they curve like smart missiles, become an aerid flatilla, attack. Rieseen
Jay ispierced in athousand places, and the blood drips from her eyes, her breasts, her open mouth. The
monder isalittlegirl again, crying.

"A moralist,&€e | say to Kleronomeas.

Heignoresme, turnsto look at Craimur Delhune and the shadow boy. Tattoos flame to new life upon the
youth's skin, and in his hand a sword appears and takes fire. Delhune takes a step back, unnerved. The
boy touches his flesh, mouths some sllent oath, riseswarily.

"An dtruist,&€e | say. &odGiving succor to the weak."
Kleronomasturns. &€od hold no brief with daughter.”

| laugh at him. &odMaybe you're just saving them for yourself, cyborg. If not, you had better grow wings
fast, before your prizefliesaway."

Hisfaceiscold. &aoaMy prizeisin front of me,&€» he says.

"Somehow | knew that,&€ | reply, donning my plumed helmet. My armor is dive with golden highlights,
my sword isaspear of light.

My armor is as black asthe pit, and the designs worked upon it, black on black, are of spiders and
snakes and human skulls and faces a-writhe with pain. My long straight silver sword turnsto obsidian,
and twistsinto agrotesquerie of barbs and hooks and cruel spikes. He has a sense of drama, this
damned cyborg. &€ceNo,&€ | say. &Ead will not be cast as evil &€+ | am gold and silver once more,
shining, and my plumes are red and blue. &€ca/NVear the suit yoursdf if you like it o much.”

It stands before me, black and hideous, the hdlmet open on agrinning skull. Kleronomas sends it away.
&€ad need no props,a€» he says. His grey-and-white ghost flitters at his side, plucking at him. Whoiis



that? | wonder yet again.
"Fine,&€s | say. &€cel hen well dispense with the symbols.&€» My armor is gone.
| hold out my bare, open hand. &ceT ouch me, &€ | say. &€cel ouch me, cyborg.”

As his hand reaches out to mine, meta cregps up hislong dark fingers.

In the game of mind, even morethan in life, image and metaphor are everything.

The place beyond time, the endless fog-shrouded plain, the cold sky and the uncertain earth benesth us,
eventhatisilluson. Itismine, dl of it, a settinga€” however unearthly, however surred &€’ againgt which
the players may act out their tawdry dramas of dominance and submission, conquest and despair, death
and rebirth, rape and mind-rape. Without my shaping, my vison and thevisons of al the other painlords
through the eons, they would have no ground below, no sky above, no placeto set their feet, no feet to
set. Theredity offers not even the scant comfort of the barren landscape | give them. Theredlity ischaos,
unendurable, outside of space and time, bereft of matter or energy, without measurement and therefore
frighteningly infinite and suffocatingly claustrophobic, terribly eternd and achingly brief. Inthet redity the
players are trapped; seven minds locked into atelepathic gestdt, into a congress so intimate it cannot be
borne by most. And therefore they shrink away, and the very firgt things we cresete, in a place wherewe
are gods (or devils, or both), are the bodies we have | eft behind. Within these walls of flesh we take our
refuge and try to order chaos.

The blood has the taste of sdlt; but thereisno blood, only illuson. The cup holds ablack and bitter drink;
but there isno cup, only an image. The wounds are open and raw, dripping anguish; but there are no
wounds, no body to be wounded, only metaphor, symbol, conjuring. Nothing isred, and everything can
hurt, can kill, can evoke alasting madness.

To survive, the players must be resilient, disciplined, stable, and ruthless; they must possess aready
imagination, an extensive vocabulary of symbols, acertain amount of psychologicd ingght. They must
find the weakness in their opponent, and hide their own phobias thoroughly. The rulesare smple. Beieve
in everything; believein nothing. Hold tight to yoursalf and your sanity.

Even when they kill you, it has no meaning, unlessyou believe that you have died.

Upon thisplain of illuson where these al-too-mutable bodies whirl and feint in atrite pavane thet | have
seen athousand times before, plucking swords and mirrors and monsters from the air to throw at one
another like jugglers gone mad, the most frightening thing of dl isasmpletouch.

The symbolism isdirect, the meaning clear. Flesh upon flesh. Stripped of metaphor, stripped of
protection, stripped of masks. Mind upon mind. When we touch, the walls are down.

Eventimeisillusory in the game of mind; it runsasfadt, or asdow, aswedesire.

| am Cyrain, | tell mysdf, born of Ash, far-traveled, aWisdom of Dam Tullian, magter of the game of
mind, mistress of the obsidian cagtle, ruler of Croan'dhenni, mindlord, painlord, lifeord, whole and
immorta and invulnerable. Enter me.

Hisfingersare cool and hard.

* k x %

| have played the game of mind before, have clasped hands with others who thought themselves strong.
Intheir minds, in their souls, inthem, | have seen things. In dark grey tunnels| have traced the graffiti of



their ancient scars. The quicksand of their insecurities has clutched at my boots. | have smelled the rank
odor of their fears, great swollen beastswho dwell in a palpable living darkness. | have burned my fingers
on the hot flesh of lustswho will not speak aname. | have ripped the cloaks from their still, quiet secrets.
Andthen | havetakenit al, been them, lived their lives, drunk the cold draught of their knowledge,
rummaged through their memories. | have been born adozen times, have suckled at a dozen teets, have
lost adozen virginities, male and female.

Kleronomaswas different.

| stood in agreat cavern, dive with lights. The walls and floor and celling were tranducent crystd, and all
around me spires and cones and twisted ribbons rose bright and red and hard, cold to the touch yet dive,
the soulsparks moving through them everywhere. A crystdlinefairy city in acave. | touched the nearest
outcropping, and the memory flooded into me, the knowledge as clear and sharp and certain asthe day it
had been etched there. | turned and looked around with new eyes, now discerning rigid order where
initidly | had perceived only chaotic beauty. It was clean. It took my breeth away. | looked everywhere
for the vulnerability, the door of gangrenous flesh, the pool of blood, the place of weeping, the shuffling
unclean thing that must live deep insde him, and | found nothing, nothing, nothing, only perfection, only
the clean sharp crystd, so very red, glowing from within, growing, changing, yet eternal. | touched it once
again, wrapping my hand about an outcropping that rosein front of me like astdagmite. The knowledge
wasmine. | began to walk, touching, touching, drinking everywhere. Glass flowers bloomed on every
Sde, fantagtic scarlet blooms, fragile and beautiful. | took one and sniffed at it, but it had no scent. The
perfection was daunting. Where was his weakness? Where was the hidden flaw in this diamond that
would enable meto crack it with asingle sharp blow?

Here within him there was no decay.
Here there was no place for death.
Here nothing lived.

It felt like home.

And thenin front of me the ghost took form, grey and gaunt and unsteady. His bare feet sent up thin
tendrils of smoke asthey trod lightly on the gleaming crystals underneath, and | caught the scent of
burning meat. And | smiled. The spectre haunted the crystal maze, but every touch meant pain and
destruction. &osCome here &€« | said. Helooked at me. | could see the lights on the far side of the
cavern through the haze of his uncertain flesh. He moved to me and | opened my armsto him, entered

him, possessed him.

* * * %

| seeted myself upon abalcony in the highest tower of my castle, and drank from asmall cup of fragrant
black coffee laded with brandy. The swamps were gone; instead | gazed upon mountains, hard and cold
and clean. They rose blue-white dl around me, and from the highest peak flew a plume of snow crystas
caught in a steady endlesswind. Thewind cut through me, but | scarcely fdt it. | wasadone and at peace,
and the coffee tasted good, and death was far away.

He walked out upon the balcony, and seated himsalf upon one of the parapets. His pose was casud,
insolent, confident. &od know you,&€ he said. It was the ultimate thredt.

| was not afraid. &od know you,&€e | said. &asShall | conjure up your ghost?”

"Hewill be here soon enough. Heis never far from me.”



"No,&€ | said. | sipped my coffee, and let him wait. &€ad am stronger than you,&€» | told him finally.
&Ead can win the game, cyborg. Y ou were wrong to chdlenge me.”

Hesad nothing.

| set down my cup, drained and empty, passed my hand acrossit, smiled as my glass flower grew and
spread its colorless transparent petas. A broken rainbow crawled across the table.

He frowned. Color crept into my flower. It softened and drooped, the rainbow was banished. &oelhe
other was not real &€+ he said. &€00A glassflower isnot dive."

| held up hisrose, pointed at the broken stem. &€oeThis flower isdying,&€» | said. In my hands, it
became glass once again. &€ceA glassflower lagtsforever.”

He transmuted the glass back to living tissue. He was stubborn, | will say that for him. &€odEven dying, it
lives"

"Look at itsimperfections,&€» | said. | pointed them out, one by one. &oeHere an insect has gnawed
upon it. Here a peta has grown maformed, here, these dark splotches, those are blight, herethewind
has bent it. And look what | can do.&€» | took the largest, prettiest peta between thumb and forefinger,
ripped it off, fed it to the wind. &EoBeauty isno protection. Lifeisterribly vulnerable. And ultimately, all
of it endslike this.&€s In my hand, the flower turned brown and shriveled and began to rot. Worms
festered upon it briefly, and foul black fluidsran from it, and then it was dust. | crumpled it, blew it away,
and from behind hisear | plucked another flower. Glass.

"Glassis hard,&€» he said, &osand cold.”
"Warmth is abyproduct of decay, the stepchild of entropy.&€e | told him.

Perhaps he would have replied, but we were no longer alone. Over the crenellated edge of the parapets
the ghost came crawling, pulling himsdf up with frail grey-white handsthat |eft bloody stains upon the
purity of my stone. He stared at us wordlesdy, a half-transparent whispering in white. Kleronomas
averted hiseyes.

"Who is he?a€es | ask.
The cyborg could not answer.

"Do you even remember his name?a€» | asked him. He replied with silence, and | laughed at them both.
&E0eCyborg, you judged me, found my morality suspect, my actionstainted, but whatever | might be, |
am nothing to you. | stedl their bodies. Y ou've taken hismind. Haven't you? Haven't you?"

"] never meant to,&€¢ he said.

"Joachim Kleronomas died on Avalon seven hundred years ago, just asthey say hedid. Sted and plastic
he might wear, but ingde he was lill rotting flesh, even a the end, and with dl flesh there comes atime
whenthecdlsdie. A thinflat line on amachine, glowing in the darkness, and an empty metd shdll. The
end of alegend. What did they do then? Scoop out the brain and bury it beneath some oversized
monument? No doubt.&€» The coffee was strong and sweet; here it never grew lukewarm, because my
will did not permit it. &€aceBut they did not bury the machine, did they? That expensive, sophisticated
cybernetic organism, the library computer with its weath of knowledge, the crysta matrix with al its
frozen memories. All that wastoo valuable to discard. The good scientists of Avaon kept it inan
interface with the Academy's main system, correct? How many centuries passed before one of them
decided to don that cyborg body again, and keep his own death at bay?"



"Lessthan one,&€» the cyborg said. &€od_ess than fifty standard years.”

"He should have erased you,&€+ | said. &€oBut why? His brain would be riding the machine, after all.
Why deny himsdlf accessto dl that marvel ous knowledge, why destroy those crystalized memories?
Why, when he could savor them instead? How much better to have awhole second lifetime at his
disposa, to be able to access wisdom he had never earned, recollect places he had never been and
people he had never met.&€- | shrugged, and looked at the ghost. &€odPoor stupid thing. If you'd ever
played the game of mind, you might have understood.”

What can the mind be made of, if not memories? Who are we, after al? Only who wethink we are, no
more, no less.

Etch your memories on diamond, or on ablock of rancid mest, those are the choices. Bit by bit the flesh
must die, and give way to stedl and metal. Only the diamond memories survive to drive the body. In the
end no flesh remains, and the echoes of lost memories are ghostly scratchings on the crystal.

"Heforgot who he was, &€+ the cyborg said. &od forgot who | was, rather. | began to think ... he began
to think he was me.&€» He looked up a me, his eyeslocked on mine. They werered crystal, those
eyes, and behind them | could see aglow. His skin was taking on ahard, polished sheen, silvering as|
watched. And thistime he was doing it himself. &€ceY ou have your own weaknesses, &€+ he said,
pointing.

Whereit curls about the handle of my coffee cup, my hand has grown black, and spotted with
corruption. | could smell the decay. Flesh began to flake off, and beneath | saw the bloody bone,

bleaching to grim whiteness. Degth crept up my bare arm, inexorably. | supposeit was meant to fill me
with horror. It only filled me with disgust.

"No,&€- | said. My arm was whole and healthy. &€caNo,&€- | repeated, and now | was metal,
glver-bright and undying, eyeslike opds, glass flowerstwined through platinum hair. | could see my
reflection gleaming upon the polished jet of his chest; | was beautiful. Perhagps he could see himsdlf as
wdll, mirrored in my chrome, for just then he turned his head away.

He seemed 0 strong, but on Croan'dhenni, in my castle of obsidian, in this house of pain and rebirth
where the game of mind is played, things are not dways as they seem.

"Cyborg,&€ | said to him, &osyou are lost.”
"The other players,&€s he began.

"No.&€ | pointed. &€ceHe will stand between you and any victim you might choose. Y our ghost. Y our
guilt. Hewill not dlow it. You will not dlow it."

The cyborg could not look at me. &EceY es, &€« in avoice tainted by metal and corroded by despair.
"You will liveforever,&€ | sad.

"No. | will go onforever. It isdifferent, Wisdom. | can tell you the precise temperature reading of any
environment, but | cannot fed heat or cold, can seeinto theinfrared and the ultraviolet, can magnify my
Sensors to count every pore on your skin, but | am blind to what | think must be your beauty. | desirelife,
red life, with the seed of deeth growing inexorably within it, and therefore giving it meaning.”

"Good,&€- | said, satisfied.

Hefindly looked a me. Trapped in that shining metal face weretwo pale, lost, human eyes. &€ogG00d?"



"1 make my own meaning, cyborg, and lifeisthe enemy of death, not its mother. Congratulations. Y ou've
won. And so have |.&€ | rose and reached across the table, plunged my hand through the cold black
chest, and ripped the crystal heart from hisbreast. | held it up and it shone, brighter and brighter, its
scarlet rays dancing brilliantly upon the cold dark mountains of my mind.

* k k %

| opened my eyes.

No, incorrect; | activated my sensors once again, and the scene in the chamber of change cameinto
focus with aclarity and sharpness | had never experienced. My obsidian mosaic, black against black,
was now a hundred different shades, each distinct from the others, the pattern crisp and clear. | was
segted in aniche aong therim; in the center cup, the child-woman stirred and blinked large violet eyes.
The door opened and they cameto her, Rannar solicitous, Khar Dorian a oof, trying to conced his
curiogity, Brge giggling as she gave her shots.

"No,&€- | announced to them. My voice was too deep, too male. | adjusted it. &€aeNo, here,&€e |
sad, sounding more like myself.

Their sareswere like the cracking of whips.

* k k %
In the game of mind, there are winners and there are losers,

The cyborg's interference had its effects, perhaps. Or perhaps not, perhaps before the game was over,
the pattern would have been the same. Craimur Delhune is dead; they gave his corpse to the swampslast
evening. But the vacancy is gone from the eyes of the pudgy young dreamduster, and sheis dieting and
exercisng even now, and when Khar Dorian leaves, he will take her back to Delhune's estates on
Gulliver.

Rieseen Jay complainsthat she was cheated. | believe she will linger here, outside, in the city of the
damned. No doubt that will cure her boredom. The g'hvern struggles to spesk and has painted €l aborate
symbols on itswings. The tattooed boy leapt from the castle battlements a few hours after hisreturn, and
impaed himsdlf upon the jagged obsidian spikesfar below, flapping hisarms until the last ingtant. Wings
and fierce eyes do not equate with strength.

A new mindlord has begun to reign. She has commanded them to Sart on anew castle, astructure
shaped from living woods, its foundations rooted deep in the svamps, its exterior covered with vines and
flowers and other living things. &€aeY ou will get insects &€» | have warned her, &€ogarasites and
ginging flies, miner-wormsin the wood, blight in your foundation, rot in your wals. Y ou will haveto deep
with netting over your bed. Y ou will haveto kill, constantly, day and night. Y our wooden castle will swvim
inamiasmacf little desths, and in afew yearsthe ghosts of amillion insectswill swarm your hals by
night.”"

"Nonethel ess, &€+ she says, &Ecamy home will be warm and alive, where yours was cold and brittle."
Weadl have our symbals, | suppose.
And our fears.

"Erase him,&€» she has warned me. &€aeBlank the crysta, or in time hewill consume you, and you will
become another ghost in the machine.”

"Erase him?a€s | might have laughed, if the mechanism permitted laughter. | can see right through her.



Her soul is scrawled upon that soft, fragile face. | can count her pores and note each flicker of doubt in
the pupils of those violet eyes. &€aeErase me, you mean. The crystal ishometo us both, child. Besides, |
do not fear him. Y ou miss the point. Kleronomas was crysta, the ghost organic mest, the outcome
inevitable. My caseisdifferent. | an ascrysdlineasheis, and just aseternd.”

"Wisdomé&€” &« she began.
"Wrong,&€e | said.
"Cyrain, if you preferé€’™

"Wrong again. Cdl me Kleronomas.&€ | have been many things through my long and varied lives, but |
have never been alegend. It has acertain cachet.

Thelittle girl looked at me. &od am Kleronomas, &€+ she said in ahigh sweet voice, her eyes baffled.

"Yes&€e | said, &asand no. Today we are both Kleronomas. We have lived the same lives, done the
same things, stored the same memories. But from this day on, wewalk different paths. | am sted and
crysta, and you are childflesh. Y ou wanted life, you said. Embraceit, it'syours, and dl that goeswithiit.
Y our body isyoung and hedthy, just beginning to blossom, your yearswill be long and full. Today you
think you are il Kleronomas. And tomorrow?

"Tomorrow you will learn about lust again, and open your little thighsto Khar Dorian, and shudder and
cry out as he rides you to orgasm. Tomorrow you will bear children in blood and pain, and watch them
grow and age and bear children of their own, and die. Tomorrow you will ride through the swamps and
the dispossessed will toss you gifts, and curse you, and praise you, and pray to you. Tomorrow new
playerswill arrive, begging for bodies, for rebirth, for another chance, and tomorrow Khar's ships will
land with anew load of prizes, and al your mora certaintieswill be tested, and tested again, and twisted
to new shapes. Tomorrow Khar and Jonas or Sebastien Cayle will decide that they have waited long
enough, and you'll taste the honeyed treason of their kiss, and perhaps you'll win, or perhapsyou'l lose.
Thereésno certainty to it. But thereé's one sure thing | can promise. On the day after tomorrow, long years
from now though they will not seem long once passed, death will begin to grow inddeyou. The seed is
aready planted. Perhapsit will be some disease blooming in one of those small sweet breasts Rannar
would so dearly love to suckle, perhaps afine thin wire pulled tight across your throat asyou deep,
perhaps a sudden solar flare that will burn this planet clean. It will come, though, and sooner than you
think."

"l accept it,&€» she said. She smiled as she spoke; | think shereally meant it. &€caAll of it, every part.
Life and death. | have been without it for along time, Wisa€” Kleronomas."

"Already you're forgetting things,é€e | observed. &€osEvery day you will lose more. Today we both
remember. We remember the crystal caverns of Eris, thefirst ship we ever served on, the lines of our
father'sface. We remember what Tomas Chung said when we decided not to turn back to Avaon, and
the other words he said as he lay dying. We remember the last woman we ever made love to, the shape
and smell of her, the taste of her breasts, the noises she made when we pleasured her. She's been dead
and gone eight hundred years, but she livesin our memories. But she'sdying in yours, isn't she? Today
you are Kleronomas. Yet | anhimaswell, and | am Cyrain of Ash, and asmal part of meistill our
ghogt, poor sad man. But when tomorrow comes, I'll hold tight to al | am, and you, you'll be the
mindlord, or perhaps just a sex-dave in some perfumed brothel on Cymeranth, or ascholar on Avalon,
but in any case adifferent person than you are now."

She understood; she accepted. &€0s50 you'll play the game of mind forever,&€+ she said, &€oaand | will
never die”



"Youwill die &€ | pointed out. &€caM ost certainly. Kleronomasisimmortal.”
"And Cyrain of Ash."

"Her too. Yes"

"What will you do?&€e she asked me.

| went to the window. The glass flower wasthere, inits Smple wooden vasg, its petdsrefracting the light.
| looked up at the source of that light, the brilliant sun of Croan'dhenni burning in the clear midday sky. |
could look straight into it now, could focus on the sungpots and the flaming towers of its prominences. |
made asmall conscious adjustment to the crystal lenses of my eyes, and the empty sky wasfull of stars,
more starsthan | had ever seen before, more starsthan | could possibly have imagined.

"Do?&€ | said, dtill gazing up at those secret starfields, visible to me aone. They brought to mind my
obsidian mosaic. &€oeThere are worlds I've never been to,&€» | told my sister-twin, father, daughter,

enemy, mirror-image, whatever she was. &€ceT here are things | don't yet know, stars that even now |

cannot see. What will | do? Everything. To begin with, everything."

As| spoke, afat striped insect flew through the open window on six gossamer wingsthat trilled the air
too fast for human sight, though | could count every languid best if | so chose. It landed briefly on my
glass flower, found neither scent nor pollen, and dipped back outside. | watched it go, growing smaller
and smdler, dwindling in the distance, until at last | had telescoped my vision to the maximum, and the
small dying bug waslost among the swamps and stars.



