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TRAVELERS
BY ROBERT Sl LVERBERG

"ARE WE ALL READY, THEN?" N komastir asks. He has fashioned a crown of
gol den protopetal oids for himself, and gl eanming scarl et baubl es dangle
fromhis ears: the bright translucent shells of galgalids, strung on

sl ender strands of pure gold. His long, pale arnms wave in the air as
though he is conducting a synphony orchestra. "Qur next destination is-"
and he makes us wait for the announcenment. And wait. And wait.

"Sidri Akrak," says Mayfly, giggling.

"How did you know?" cries N komastir. "Sidri Akrak! Yes! Yes! Set your
coordi nates, everybody! Of we go! Sidri Akrak it is!"

A faint yelp of dismay comes from Velinmyle, and she shoots me a | ook of
somet hing that m ght al nost have been fear, though perhaps there is a
certain component of perverse delight in it also. | amnot at all happy
about the decision nyself. Sidri Akrak is a nightmare worl d where gaudy
monsters run screan ng through the nmuddy streets. The people of Sidri
Akrak are cold and dour and inhospitable; their idea of pleasure is to
wal | ow in disconfort and ugliness. No one goes to Sidri Akrak if he can
help it, no one.

But we nust live by our rules; and this day N komastir holds the right
of next choice. It is devilish of Mayfly to have put the idea of going
to Sidri Akrak into his head. But she is Eke that, is Mayfly. And

Ni komastir is terribly easily influenced.

WIl we all perish on hideous Sidri Akrak, victinms of Mayfly's casua
frivolity?

I don't think so, however nasty the visit turns out to be. W often get
into trouble, sometines serious trouble, but we always get out of it.

We | ead charmed lives, we four travelers. Someday Mayfly will take one
risk too many, | suppose, and | would |like not to be there when she does.
Most likely I will be, though. Mayfly is ny nmask-sister. \Werever she goes,
I go. | nust look after her: thoughtful, stolid, foolish ne. | nust protect

her from herself as we four go traveling on and on, spinning giddily across
the farflung worl ds.

Sidri Akrak, though--

The four of us have been to so many wondrous | ovely places together: Elang-Lo
and the floating isle of Vont, and M kni and Chchi kki kan, Hei doth and Thant,
M I par, Librot, Froidis, Snoor, Xanur and lriarte and Nabonba Zom and on and
on and on. And now -- Sidri Akrak? Sidri Akrak?

VWE STAND a circle in the mddle of a field of grass with gol den bl ades, naking
oursel ves ready for our relay-sweep departure from Gal gal a.

I woul dn't have minded remai ning here a few nonths |longer. A lovely world

i ndeed is Galgala the golden, where a nyriad of auriferous m croorgani sns
excrete atons of gold as netabolic waste. It is everywhere on this planet,
the lustrous pretty netal. It turns the rivers and streans to streaks of

yel low fl ame and the seas to shinmering golden mrrors. Huge filters are

depl oyed at the intake valve of Galgala's reservoirs to strain the silt of

di ssolved gold fromthe water supply. The plants of Galgala are turgid in
every tissue, leaf and stemand root, with aureous particles. Gold dust, held
in suspension in the air, transforms the clouds to gol den fleece.

Therefore the once-precious stuff has grievously | ost value throughout the

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Robert%20Silverberg%20-%20Travelers.txt (1 of 12) [10/16/2004 4:57:00 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Robert%20Si [ verberg%20-%20Travel ers.txt

gal axy since Gal gala was di scovered, and on Galgala itself a pound of gold

is worth | ess than a pound of soap. But | understand very little about these
economic matters and care even less. Only a niser could fail to rejoice in

Gal gal a's | umi nous beauty. W have been here six weeks we have awakened each
morning to the tinkle of golden chines, we have bathed in the golden rivers
and cone forth shining, we have w apped our bodies round with delicate gol den
chains. Now, though, it is time for us to nove along, and N konastir has
decreed that our new destination is to be one of the universe's nost disagreeabl e
worlds. Unlike ny conpanions, | can see nothing anusi ng about going there.

It strikes me as foolish and dangerous whinsy. But they are true sophisticates,
untranmel ed creatures made of air and light, and | amthe | eaden wei ght that
dangles fromtheir soaring souls. W will go to Sidri Akrak

We all face N konmastir. Smiling sweetly, he calls out the coordinate nunbers
for our journey, and we set our beacons accordingly and doubl e-check the
settings with care. W nod our readiness for departure to one another.
Vel i myl e moves al most i nperceptibly closer to me, Mayfly to N komastir.

I woul d have chosen a less flighty |Iover for her than N komastir if nmatters

had been left to ne. He is a slim elegant youth, high-spirited and shall ow,

a prancing fantastico with a taste for telling el aborate, fanciful lies. And

he is very young: only a single rebirth so far. Mayfly is on her fifth, as am

I, and Velinyle clainms three, which probably means four. Senbiran is N komastir's
native world, a place of grand valleys and | ofty snow capped nountains and

beauti ful meadows and thriving cities, where his father is a mnor aristocrat

of sonme sort. O so Ni komastir has said, although we have | earned agai n and

again that it is risky to take anything N konmastir says at face val ue.

My i ncandescent mask-sister Mayfly, who is as snmall and fair as N komastir is
tall and dark, encountered himwhile on a visit to Oej in the Lubrik system
and was inmedi ately captivated by his volatile, inpulsive nature, and they
have travel ed together ever since. Wither Mayfly goeth, thither go I: That is
the pledge of the mask. So do | trudge along now fromworld to world with them
and therefore ny wi nsone, sly, capricious Velinyle, whose psychosensitive

pai ntings are sought by the connoisseurs of a hundred worlds but who bel ongs
to ne alone, has willy-nilly becone the fourth nenber of our inseparable
quartet.

Sone people find relay-sweep transport unlikable and even frightening, but |

have never minded it. Wat is nost bothersonme, | suppose, is that no starship

is involved: You travel unprotected by any sort of tangible container, a mere

pl ummeting parcel falling in frightful solitude through the interstices of the
continuum A journey-helnet is all that covers you, and sone flinsy folds of

coppery mesh. You set up your coordinates, you activate your beacon, and you

stand and wait, you stand and wait, until the probing beam of sone far-off
sweep-station intersects your position and catches you and lifts you and carries

you away. |f you've done things right, your baggage will be picked up and transported
at the sanme tine. Mdst of the time that is so.

It is a stark and unl uxurious node of travel. The relay field waps you in cocooning
bands of force and shoots you off through one auxiliary space and anot her, Kkicking
you through any convenient opening in the space-tine lattice that presents itself,

and while you wait to be delivered to your destination, you drift |like a bauble afl oat
inan infinite sea, helpless, utterly alone, bereft of all power to override the sweep.
Your netabolic processes are suspended, but the activity of your consciousness is not,
so that your unsleeping mind ticks on and on in the nost nmaddening way and there is
not hing you can do to quiet its clanor. It is as though you nmust scratch your itching
nose and your hands are tied behind your back. Eventually-you have no idea whether it
has been an hour, a nonth, a century--you are plunked uncerenoniously dow into a
relay station at the planet of your choice, and there you are. Rel ay-sweep transport
is ever so much nore efficient than any systemrequiring vast vessels to plow the
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seas of space fromworld to world; but all the same it is a disquieting and sonmewhat
degradi ng way to get around.

So now we depart. May fly is the first to be captured by the sweep-beam Perhaps

hal f an hour | ater N komastir disappears, and then, alnost inmediately after, Velinyle.

My own turn does not arrive for many | ong hours, which | eaves ne fidgeting gloomly in

that gol den meadow, wondering when, if ever, | win be taken, and whether some disjunction
in our routes will separate ne forever frommny three conpanions. There is that risk-not

so much that we would fail to arrive on Sidri Akrak at all, but that we nmight get there
many years apart. | find that a nmelancholy thought indeed. More than that: It is terrifying.

But finally the dazzling radiance of the sweep aura engulfs ne and hurls ne out into the
Great Dark, and off | go, noving freely across hundreds of fight-years wi th nothing but
an invisible sphere of force to protect ne against the phantons of the auxiliary spaces
through which I fall.

I hang in total stasis in a realmof utter blackness for what feels |ike a thousand
centuries, an infinity of enpty space at ny elbow, as | go nmy zigzag way through
t he wormhol es of the adjacent continuua.

Wthin that terrible passivity nmy hyperactive mnd ponders, as it all too often does,
the deep questions of life--issues of honor, duty, justice, responsibility, the meaning
of existence, subjects about which | have managed to |l earn nothing at all, basically,
either inthis life or the four that preceded it. | arrive at many profound concl usi ons
during the course of ny journey, but they fly away fromne as fast as | construct them

| beginto think the trip will never end, that | will be one of those few unfortunate
travel ers, the one out of a billion who is caught in sone shunt malfunction and is |left
to dangle in the mddle of nowhere for all eternity, or at least for the ten or twenty
thousand real -tine years it will take for his netabolically suspended body to die. Has
this actually ever happened to anyone? There are only runors, unfounded reports. But
there cones a tine in every sweep-junp when | am convinced that it has happened to ne.

Then | see a glare of crinson and violet and azure and green, and ny nask-sister Mayfly's
voice purrs in ny ear, saying, "Welcone to Sidri Akrak, darling, welcone, welcone, welcone!"

Ni komastir stands beside her. A monent |later Velinyle materializes in a haze of color. The
four of us have nade a nearly sinultaneous arrival, across who knows how many hundreds of
light-years. We definitely do |l ead charned lives, we four.

EVERYONE KNOWAS about Sidri Akrak. The place was settled at |east a thousand years ago, and
yet it still has the feel of a frontier world. Only the nmain streets of the half-dozen big
cities are paved; all the rest are mere blue dirt that turn into rivers of mud during the
rai ny season. The houses are ranshackl e, slovenly, things, |opsided and drafty, arrayed

i n hi ggl edypi ggl edy fashion as though they had been set down at random by their builders
without any regard for logic or order. After all this tine the planet is nostly jungle,

a jungle that doesn't nerely encroach on the settlenents but conmes right up into them
WIld animals of the nost repellent sorts are pernitted to ranpage everywhere, wandering
about as they please.

The Akraki kans sinply don't care. They pretend the ani mal s--nonstrous, appalling-aren't there.
The people of Sidri Akrak are a soulless, bloodless bunch in the main, altogether indifferent
to such things as confort and beauty and proper sanitation. Primtive squalor is what they
prefer, and if you don't care for it, well, you're quite free to visit some other world.

"Why, exactly, did we cone here?" | ask

It is arhetorical question. | know perfectly well why: Because N komastir, cluel ess about our
next destination, had opened a void that Mayfly had m schievously filled with one of the nost
unappeal i ng suggestions possible, just to see what N konmastir would do with it, and N komastir
had as usual given the matter about a thousandth of a second of careful consideration before
blithely | eaping headl ong into the abyss, thereby taking the rest of us with him as he has
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done so often before.

But N konmastir has already rearranged the facts in what passes for his nind.

"l absolutely had to come here," he says. "It's a place |I've always felt the need to see. My daddy
was born on Sidri Akrak, you know. This is my ancestral world."

We know better than to challenge N konastir when he says things like that. Wiat sense is there in
arguing with hin? He'll only defend hinself by topping one whopper with another twice as wld,
buddi ng such a towering edifice of spur- of-the-nonent fantasy that he'll end up claim ng to be
the greatgrandson of the Fourteenth Enperor, or perhaps the reincarnation of Julius Caesar

Vel imyl e whispers at ny side, "W'll just stay here two or three days and then we'll nove al ong."
I nod. W all indulge N komastir in his whinms, but only up to a point.

The sky of Sidri Akrak is a sort of dirty brown, broken by greasy, sullen green clouds. The
sunl i ght

is greenish too, pallid, tinged with undertones of dull gray. There is a sweet, overripe, mldly
sickening flavor to the warm clinging air, and its humdity is so intense that it is difficult to
distinguish it fromlight rain. W have | anded within sone city, apparently -- in a grassy open
space

that anywhere el se nmight have been called a park, but which here seens nerely to be a patch of

I and no

one had bothered to use for anything, vaguely square and a couple of hundred neters across. To our
| eft

is an irregular row of bedraggl ed two-story wooden shacks; on our right is a dense clunp of
ungai nl y,

asymmetrical trees; before and behind us are ragged aggregati ons of unpainted buil di ngs and
scruffy,

unattractive shrubbery.

"Look," says Mayfly, pointing, and we have our first encounter with the fanbus wildlife of Sidri
Akr ak.

An ugly creature cones bounding toward us out of the trees: a bul ky round-bodi ed thing, dark and
furry,

that rises to a disconcerting height atop two scrawny, hairless | egs covered with bright yell ow
scal es.

Its face is something out of your worst dreans, bulging fiery eyes the size of saucers and
dangling red

wattles and jutting black fangs, and it is nmoving very quickly in our direction, howing
ferociously.

We have weapons, of course. But it swiftly becones apparent that the thing has no interest in us,
t hat

in fact it is fleeing an even nore ghastly thing, a long bristle-covered, many-|egged nonster
bui | t

close to the ground, from whose spherical head energe three long hornlike projections that branch
and

branch again, termnating in scores of withing tendrils that are surely equi pped with venonous
sti ngers.

First one vile creature and then the other runs past us w thout seeming to notice us, and they

| ose

thensel ves in the shrubbery beyond. W can hear wild shrieking and hissing in there, and the sound
of

cracki ng branches.

Ni komastir is smiling benignly. Al this must be delightful him Myfly too | ooks entranced. Even
Vel iyl e,
who is closest to me in tenmperanment, alnost normal in her desires and anmusenments, claps her hands
t oget her

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/Robert%20Silverberg%20-%20Travelers.txt (4 of 12) [10/16/2004 4:57:00 PM]



file:///G)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Robert%20Si [ verberg%20-%20Travel ers.txt

in fascination. | alone seemto be troubled by the sight of such creatures running about
unhi ndered on what
is supposedly a civilized world.

But it is ever thus in our travels: | amfated always to stand a little to one side as
t hese
three around the universe. Yet am| linked irrevocably to themall the sane.

Mayfly was my | over once, two |lives back. That was before we took the mask
together. Now, of course, it would be unthinkable for anything carnal to
happen between us, though | still cherish cheerful nenories of her pixy
breasts in ny hands, her slim sleek thighs about ny hips. Even if we have
forsworn the sexual part of our friendship, the rest is deeper than ever,
and in truth we are still profoundly a couple, Mayfly and I, despite the
rich and rewarding relationship | maintain with Velinyle and the frothy,
sportive one Mayfly has built with N konmastir. Above and beyond all that,
there is also the bond that links us all. The lines of attraction go this
way and that. We are inseparables. They are ny world; | ama citizen only
of our little group. Wierever we go, we go together. Even unto Sidri Akrak

IN A LITTLE WHI LE, two immigration officers show up to check us out.
Sidri Akrak is an Inmperiumworld, and therefore the Iocal immgration
scanners have been automatically alerted to our arrival

They come riding up in a sputtering little snub-nosed vehicle, a man and
a wonan in baggy brown uniforms, and begin asking us questions. N komastir
does nost of the answering. H's charmis irresistible even to an Akraki kan

The questioni ng, brusque and hard-edged, is done in Inperial, but fromtine

to tine the inmgration officers exchange coments with each other in their
own di al ect, which sounds Eke static. The woman is swarthy and squat and
flat-faced and the man is even less lovely, and they are not at all obliging;
they seemto regard the arrival of tourists on their planet sinply as an
irritating intrusion. The di scussion goes on and on-do we plan to remain here
long, are we financially solvent, do we intend to engage in political activity
in the course of our stay? N konmastir neets every query with glib, easy

reassurances. During our interrogation a slimy rain begins to fall, oily pink
stuff that coats us |ike grease, and a nmssive, nmany-hunped, bl ue-green beast
that | ooks like an anbulatory hill with purple eyes appears and goes |oll oping

thunderously past us with utter unconcern for our presence, |eaving an odor

of decay and corruption in its wake. After a time | stop listening to the

di scussion. But finally they flash bright lights in our faces -- passports are
validated retinally on Sidri Akrak-and N komastir announces that we have been
granted six-nonth visas. Lodgings are available three streets away, they tel
us.

The place they have sent us to turns out to be a dismal, rickety hovel, and
our innkeeper is no nore friendly than the immgration officials, but we are
grudgingly allowed to rent the entire upper floor. The rooms | amto share
with Velimyle face the rear garden, a patch of uncouth, tangl ed w | derness
where sone sl ow novi ng shaggy monster is sluggishly browsing about, nibbling
on the shrubbery. It lifts its head in ny direction and gives me a cold glare,
as though to warn me away fromthe plants on which it's feeding. | signal it
that it has nothing to worry about and turn away fromthe wi ndow. As | unpack,
| see a procession of glassy-shelled snaillike things with huge bul bous red
eyes crawl i ng di agonal ly across the bedroomwall. They, too, stare back at

me. They seem al nost to be smirking at ne.

But N komastir and Mayfly claimto be delighted to be here, and Velinyle
seens to have no conplaints. | feel outnunbered by them Velinyle announces
that she would like to do a painting of Nikomastir in the hotel garden. She
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only paints when she's in a buoyant nood. Buoyant, here? They run off together
downstairs, hand in hand Iike happy children. | watch from above as Velinyle
sets up her easel outside and goes about the task of primng the
psychosensitive surface of her canvas. She and N konastir are as untroubl ed
as any Akraki kan by the shanbling shaggy thing that grazes noisily nearby.
How qui ckly they have acclimated.

"Are you very mserable here, darling?" Myfly asks, running her fingertips
lightly along ny cheeks.

I give her a stoic smile. "I'lIl be all right. W'll find things to anuse us,
I"msure. It's all for the best that N komastir brought us to this place."

"You don't nmean that, do you? Not really."

"Not really, no.

Yet in sone sense | do. | often tell nyself that it's inportant not to live
as though life is just a perpetual holiday for us, even though in fact it is.
It would be too easy to | ose ourselves, if we aren't careful, in the nightmare

that is perfection.

This is an era when all things are possible. W have godli ke exi stences. W
have every inmagi nable confort close at hand. Beauty and long life are ours
for the asking; we are spa-red the whol e dreary busi ness of sagging flesh

and spreadi ng wai stlines and blurry eyesight and grayi ng hair and hardeni ng
arteries that afflicted our renpte ancestors. And all the incredible richness
of the galaxy lies open to us: Key in your coordinates, snap your fingers,
of f you go, any world you choose to visit instantly available. Never in the
hi story of the universe has any species lived such a life as ours.

| fear the terrible ease of this existence. | think sonetines that we'll
eventual ly be asked to pay a great price for it. That thought engulfs me
in secret terror.

Mayfly, who knows ne alnobst as well as | know nyself, says, "Think of it

this way, love. There's sonething to be |earned even fromugliness. Isn't

it true that what we're trying to get out of all this travel is experience
that has neaning? If that's what we want, we can't just limt ourselves to
the beautiful places. And maybe a horrid place like Sidri Akrak has sonething
important to teach us."

Yes. She's right. |Is she aware that she's voicing nmy own nost private thoughts,
or is she just being playful ? Perhaps it' all self-delusion, but |I do indeed
seek for neaning as we travel, or at least think that | do. These furtive
broodings in which | indulge inside the hidden places of nmy soul are, so it
seenms to me, the thing that sets ne apart from N komastir and Mayfly and
Velinyle, who take life as it comes and ask no questi ons.

Velimyle and N komastir return fromthe garden a little while later. She puts
the rolled canvas away w thout showing it to ne. She has an uncharacteristically
somber expression on her face, and even gi ddy Ni komastir seenms troubled. Plainly
somet hi ng has gone awy.

I know better than to ask for details.

We eat at our hotel that night. The surly innkeeper slans the di shes down
before us alnmost angrily: a thin, greenish gruel sone sort of stewed shredded
meat, a nmess of overcooked vegetabl es. The neat tastes |ike cooked tw ne and
the vegetabl es have a dank, swanpy flavor. | pretend we are back on Iriarte,
where food is the highest art and every neal is a synphony. | pretend we have
returned to Nabonmba Zom to that wondrous pal atial hotel by the shore of the
scarl et sea, the water, of which at dawn woul d reverberate as if struck by a
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hamrer as the first blue rays of norning fell upon it.

But no, no, we are on Sidri Akrak. | lie sleepless through the night with
Velinmyle breathing gently beside ne, listening to the fierce honkings and
roarings and screechings of the wild beasts that roamthe darkness beyond
our wi ndows. Now and again the sounds of the |overmaking of Mayfly and

Ni komastir cone through the thin walls that separate our bedroomfromtheirs,
gi ggl es and gasps and | ong, indrawn sighs of pleasure.

In the nmorning we go out exploring.

This city, we have learned, is called Periandros Andifang. It has a popul ation

of just under one hundred thousand, with not a single building of the slightest
architectural distinction and a year-round climte of clanm ness and drizzle.

The plant life is, generally, speaking, strikingly unsightly-a preponderance

of gray |leaves, black flowers-and the air is full of clouds of little stinging

m dges wi th nmal evol ent purple beaks, and of course one has to deal with the

fauna, too, the fiend' s gallery of grisly nonstrosities, seemngly, no two

ali ke, that greet you at every turn: huge beasts with beady eyes and sl avering
fangs and clacking claws, things with pockmarked, pustul ant skins or withing,
furry tentacles or clutching, many-jointed arns. Al nost al ways they appear without
war ni ng, galloping out of sonme clunp of uttering banshee shrieks or ground-shaking
roars. | begin to understand now the tales of unwary travel ers who have total
ment al breakdowns within an hour of their arrival on Sidri Akrak

I't quickly beconmes clear to us, though, that none of these horrendous creatures
has any Interest in attacking us. The only, real risk we run is that of

getting tranpled as they go charging past. Very likely it is the case that

they find human fl esh unpal atable, or indigestible, or downright poisonous.

But encountering themis an unnerving busi ness, and we encounter them again

and agai n and agai n.

Ni komastir finds it all fascinating. Painstakingly he searches out the
ill-favored, the m sshapen, the feculent, the repulsive -- not that they

are hard to find. He drifts ecstatically fromone eyesore of a building to

the next, taking an infinite nunber of pictures. He adores the plants' sooty,
foul -snelling bl ossons and sticky, blighted-1ooking | eaves. The ranpagi ng

ani mal s give himeven greater pleasure; whenever sone particularly i mense or
especi al |y abhorrent-1ooki ng | oat hsomeness happens to cross our path, he cries
out in boyish glee.

This starts to be very irritating. Hs callowidiocy is naking ne feel old.

"Remenber, sweet, he's not even seventy yet," Mayfly rem nds ne, seeing ny
brows furrowing. "Surely you were |like that yourself, once upon a tinme."

"Was |? 1'd like to think that isn't so."

"And in any case," says Velinyle, "can't you manage to find that enthusi asm of
hi s charm ng?"

No. | can't. Perhaps it's getting to be tinme for ny next rebirth, | think
Gowing old, for us, isn't a matter so much of bodily decay--that is fended

of f by efficient processes of automatic bioenergetic correction -- as of
increasing inward rigidity, a creakiness of the soul, a corrugation of

the psyche, a stiffening of the spiritual synapses. One starts to feel sour

and petty and crabbed. Life loses its joy and its juice. By then you begin to
becone aware that it is time to clanber once nore into the crystal tank where
an intricate spiderweb of nmachinery will enfold you like a |oving nother, and
slip off into sweet oblivion for a while, and awaken to find yourself young
again and ready to over. Wich you can do over and over again, until eventually
you arrive at the annoying point, after the eleventh or twelfth rebirth, where the
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bui | dup of sol ar poisons in your systemhas at |ast becone ineradicable under
any circunstances, and that is the end of you, alas. Even gods have to die
eventually, it would seem

Ni komastir is a young god, and | am evidently, an aging one. | try to make
al l owances for that. But | find nyself fervently hoping all the sane, that he
will tire of this awful place very soon and allow us to go onward to sone

happi er worl d.
HE DCES NOT tire of it, though

He loves it. He is in the grip of what sonme ancient poet once called the
fasci nation of the abom nation. He has gone up and down every street of

the city, peering at this building and that one in unstinting admiration

of their inperfections. For several days running, he nmakes it clear that

he is searching for sonme building in particular, and then he finds it:

a ranbling old ruin of great size and form dabl e ugliness at the very

edge of town, standing apart fromeverything else in a sort of private park.

"Here it is!" he cries. "The ancestral mansion! The house where ny father was born!"

So Nikonmastir still clings to the claimthat he is of Akraki kan descent. There
is no way this can be true; the natives of this world are a chilly, bloodless
folk with nmean, pinched, hard souls, if they have souls at all and not just
sonme clicking, chattering robotic nmechanisnms inside their skulls. |ndeed,

have known robots with personalities far nore appealing than anyone we have
met thus far on Sidri Akrak. N konmastir, bless him is nothing at all Iike
that. He may be silly and frivol ous and enpty-headed, but he also is
sweet-natured and lively and am able and vivacious, terns that have never

yet been applied to any citizen of Sidri Akrak, and never will be.

Velimyle has tried to paint himagain. Again the attenpt was a failure. This
time she is so distressed that | dare to breach the wall of privacy behind
whi ch she keeps her art and ask her what the difficulty is.

"Look," she says.

She unrolls the second canvas. Against the famliar swirling colors of a
typical Velinyle background | see the slender, angular form of N komastir,
inmprinted there by the force of Velinyle's nmental rapport with the
psychosensitive fabric. But the features are all wong. N komastir's

per petual easy snmile has given way to a dreadful, scowing grinace

H's lip curls backward nenacingly; his teeth are the teeth of sone predatory
beast. And his eyes--oh, Velinyle, those harsh, glaring eyes! Were is his
cheerful sparkle? These eyes are hard, narrow, fierce, and above all el se sad.
The Ni kormastir of Velinyle's painting stares out at the universe with tragic
intensity. They are the eyes of a god, perhaps, but of a dying god, one who
knows he nust give up his life for the redenption of his race.

"The first one was al nost as bad," Velinyle says. "Wy is this happening?
This isn't Nikomastir at all. |'ve never had something |ike this happen."

"Has he seen either of the paintings?"

"I wouldn't et him Al | told himwas that they didn't conme out right, that
they woul d depress himif | showed themto him And of course he didn't want
to see themafter that."

"Somet hi ng about this planet nmust be shadi ng your perceptions,” | say. "Burn
this, Velinyle. And the other one, too. And forget about painting himunti
we've left here.”

Ni komastir wants to have a | ook inside the crunbling, lurching pile that he
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say's is his famly's ancestral honme. But the place, ruinous though it is,
happens to be occupi ed by Akraki kans, a whole swarm of them and when he
knocks at the front door and grandly introduces hinself to the nmaj ordono of

the house as Count Ni kormastir of Senbiran, who has cone here on a sentinental
Journey to his former paternal estate, the door is closed in his face without

a word. "How inpolite," N komastir says, not seem ng very surprised. "But don't
worry: |I'Il find a way of getting in."

That project gets tabled, too. Over the next few days he | eads us farther and
farther afield, well out into the uninhabited countrysi de beyond the boundaries

of Periandros Andifang. The | and out here is swanpy and uningratiating, and of
course there are the animals to contend with, and the insects, and the hum dity.

I can tell that Mayfly and Velinyle are growing a little weary of N konmastir's
exuberance, but they both are as tolerant of his whins as ever and foll ow him

| oyally through these soggy realnms. As do | -- partly, | suppose, because we

agreed | ong ago that we woul d journey everywhere as a single unit, and partly
because | have been stung, evidently, by various hints of Mayfly's and Velinyle's
that nmy recent crochetiness could nean | mght be getting ready for ny next rebirth.

Then he turns his attention once nore to the old house that he inagi nes once bel onged
to his famly. "My father once told nme that there's a pool of fire behind it,

a phosphorescent |ake. He used to swmit when he was a boy, and he'd come up
dripping with coot flane. I'mgoing to take a swmin it too, and then we can

head off to the next planet. Wose turn is it to pick our next planet, anyway?"

"Mne," | say quickly. | have Marajo in mnd-the sparkling sands, the Cty of
Seven Pyramids. "If there's a | ake behind that house, N komastir, | advise you
very earnestly to stay away fromit. The people who live there don't seemto

| ook favorably on trespassers. Besides, can't you inagi ne the kind of nastinesses
that would live in a lake on this world?"

"My father went swinmming in that one,” N komastir replies, and gives ne a defiant

glare. "It's perfectly safe, | assure you."
I doubt, of course, that any such | ake exists. If it's there, though, | hope he
isn't fool enough to go swiming init. My affection for the boy is real; | don't

want himto come to harm

But | let the matter drop. |'ve already said too much. The surest way to prod him
into trouble, | know, is to oppose himin one of his capricious fancies. My hope
is that N konastir's attention will be diverted el sewhere in the next day or two
and all thought of that disnmal house, and of the fiery |lake that nmay or nay not
be behind it, will fly out of his mnd.

It's generally a good idea, when visiting a world you know very little about,
to keep out of places of unknown chemi cal properties. Wien we toured Megal o
Kastro, we stood at the edge of a cliff |ooking down into the fanmous living
sea, that pink custardy mass that is in fact a single Iiving organi sm of
gigantic size, spreading across thousands of kilometers of that world. But it
did not occur to us to take a swmin that sea, for we understood that in a
matter of hours it would dissolve and digest us if we did.

And when we were on Xamur we went to see the Idradin crater, as everyone who
goes to Xanmur does. Xanur is the nost perfect of worlds, flaw ess and serene,

a paradise, air Eke perfunme and water |ike wine, every tree in the ideal place,
every brook, every hill. It has only one blenm sh-the Idradin, a huge round pit
that reaches deep into the planet's prinordial heart. It is a hideous place,
that crater. Concentric rings of jagged cooled |lava surround it, black and
eroded and bl eak Stinking gases rise out of the depths, and yell ow cl ouds

of sulfuric masma belch forth, and wild red shafts of roaring flane, and

you peer down fromthe edge into a roiling den of hot, surging nagna.

Everyone who goes to Xamur nust visit the Idradin, for if you did not see
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perfect Xamur's one terrible flaw, you could never be happy on any other
world. And so we stared into it from above, and shivered with the horror
we were expected to feel; but we were never at all tenpted to cl anber down
the crater's sides and dip our toes into that realmof fire bel ow.

It seems unlikely to ne that N komastir will do anything so stupid here.
But | have to be careful not to prod himin the wong direction. | don't
mention the | ake to hi magain.

OUR EXPLORATI ON of Sidri Akrak proceeds. W visit new swanps, new groves of
fetid-snmelling, mal proportioned trees, new nei ghborhoods of mi sshapen and
gracel ess buildings. One drizzly, disheartening day succeeds another, and
finally I amunable to bear the sight of that brown sky and greeni sh sun
any longer. Though it is a violation of our agreement, | stay behind at

the hotel one norning and let the other three go off wthout ne.

It is aquiet time. | spend the hours reflecting on our travels of years past,
all the many worlds we have seen. lIcy Miul ano of the two suns, one yellow, one
bl oody red, and billions of ghostly electric life-forms glinmering about you in

the frigid air. Estrilidis, where the cats have two tails and the insects have
eyes Eke bl ue di anonds. Zinbal ou, the sunless nonad world, where the cities are
buri ed deep bel ow the frozen surface. Kalimaka, Haj Qaldun, Vietoris, Nabonmba Zom

So many pl aces, so many sights. Alifetinme of wonderful experiences; and yet
what, | ask nyself, has it all neant? How has it shaped nme? Wat have | |earned?

I have no answers, only to say that we will continue to go onward, ever onward.
It is our life. It is what we do. W are travelers by choice, but also by nature,
by destiny.

I amstill lost in reverie when | hear Velinyle's voice outside nmy w ndow,
calling to ne, telling me that | nust cone quickly. "N komastir---" she cries.
"N komastir!"

"What about hi nf"

But she can only gesture and wave. Her eyes are wild. W run together through

the nmuddy streets, paying no heed to the bul ky and grotesque Akraki kan nonstrosities
that occasionally intersect our path. | realize after a tine that Velinyle is

| eading me toward the tunbl edown house at the edge of town that N komastir has
clained as his fanily's forner hone. A narrow, grassy path |eads around one

side of it to the rear; and there, to ny amazenent, | see the phosphorescent

| ake of Ni komastir's fantasies, with Mayfly beside it, |eaping up and down in
agitation that verges on frenzy.

She points toward the water. "Qut there-- there--" On this ugly world, even a
phosphor escent | ake can sonmehow rmanage to be an unlovely sight. | saw one once
on Darma Barma that flashed |ike heavenly fire in rippling waves of cobalt and
anet hyst, magenta and gol d, aquamarine and emeral d and jade. But fromthis |ake
emanat es the nost unradi ant of radiances, a dull, prosaic, sickly gleam
dark-toned and dispiriting, except in one place off toward the farther shore,
where a di sturbance of some sort is setting up whirlpools of glinting netallic
effects, swirls of eye-jabbing bright sparkles, as though handfuls of iron
filings are being thrown through a magnetic field.

The di sturbance is N komastir. He-- his body, rather-- is tossing and heaving
at the lake's surface, and all about himthe denizens of the | ake can be seen,
narrow scaly jutting heads popping up by the dozens, hinged jaws snappi ng,
sharp teeth closing on flesh. A wi dening pool of blood surrounds him They,
what ever they are, are ripping himto shreds.

"W have to get himout of there," Myfly says, her voice congested with
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horror and fear.
"How?" | ask

"I told himnot to do it," says trenbling Velinyle. "I told him | told him
I told him But he plunged right in, and when he was hal fway across they
began to break the surface, and then-- then he began scream ng, and--"

Mayfly plucks urgently at ny sleeve. "Wiat can we do? How can we rescue hinP"
"He's beyond rescuing," | tell her hollowy.

"But if we can get his body back," she says, "there'll be a way to revive him
won't there? | know there is. Scientists can do anythi ng nowadays." Velinyl e,
more tentatively, agrees. Sone kind of scientific mracle, N komastir gathered
up and repaired sonmehow by the regeneration of tissue--

But tissue is all that's left of himnow, frayed sorry scraps, and the creatures
of the lake, frantic now with bl ood |ust, are devouring even those in furious
hast e.

They want nme to tell themthat N konmastir isn't really dead. But he is: really,
really, really dead. Dead forever. \What has been played out on this shore today
was not a game. There is nothing that can be saved, no way to regenerate.

have never seen the death of a human being before. It is a dizzying thing to
contenplate: the finality, the utterness. My mind is whirling-, | have to fight
back convul sions of shock and horror.

"Coul dn't you have stopped hinP" | ask angrily, when | am able to speak again.

"But he wanted so badly to do it,"
you know. Not even if we--"

Mayfly replies. "W couldn't have stopped him

She halts in m d-sentence.

"Not even if you had wanted to?" | say. "lIs that it?" Neither of them can neet
my furious gaze. "But you didn't want to, did you? You thought it would be fun
to see N komastir swim across the phosphorescent |ake. Fun. Am | right? Yes.
know I am What coul d you have been thinking, Myfly? Velinyle?"

There is no sign of Ni komastir at the surface any longer. The |l ake is grow ng stil
again. Its phosphorescence has subsided to a sonber, tarni shed gl ow.

For a long tine, none of us is capable of noving. Silent, pale, stunned, we
stand with bowed heads by the shore of that frightful |ake, scarcely even able
to breathe.

We are in the presence of incontrovertible and pernmanent death, which to us
is a novelty far greater even than the living sea of Megal o Kastro or the blue
dawn of Nabonmba Zom and the inmense fact of it holds us rooted to the spot.
Was this truly Nikomastir's ancestral world? Was his father actually born in
that great old falling-down house, and did he really once swmin this deadly
| ake? And if none of that was so, how did N komastir know the | ake was there?
We will never be able to answer those questions. Whatever we do not know about
Ni komastir, that we have not already |earned, we will never cone to discover
now. That is the neaning of death: the finality of it, the severing of
communi cati on, the awful unanswerabl e power of the unconpronising curtain

that descends like a wall of steel. W did not cone to Sidri Akrak to learn
about such things, but that is what we have | earned on Sidri Akrak, and we

will take it with us wherever we go henceforth, pondering it, examning it.
"Cone," | say to Mayfly and Velinyle, after a tine. "W need to get away from
here."
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SO, THEN. N komastir was foolish. He was bold. He has had his swim and now he
is dead. And why? Why? For what? Wat was he seeking on this awful world? Wat

were we? We know what we found, yes, but not what we were looking for. | wonder
if we will ever know.

He has lived his only life, has N konmastir, and he has lost it in the pursuit
of idle pleasure. There is a lesson in that, for me, for Velinyle, for Mayfly,

for us all. And one day | will, | hope, understand what it is.
Al 1 do know after having lived these hundreds of years is that the universe
is very large and we are quite small. W |live godlike |lives these days,

flitting as we do fromworld to world, but even so we are not gods. W die:
some sooner, some later, but we do die. Only gods live forever. N komastir
hardly lived at all.

So be it. W have | earned what we have | earned from Ni komastir's death, and
now we nust nove on. We are travelers by nature and destiny, and we will go
forward into our lives. Tonorrow we | eave for Marajo. The shining sands,
the City of Seven Pyram ds. Marajo will teach us sonething, as Xanmur once
did, and Nabonba Zom and Gal gala. And also Sidri Akrak. Something.
Sonet hi ng. Sonet hi ng.

*kkkkk*x
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