

      

      

      	

         [image: Cover Image]

         

      




      

      

     


SON OF MAN


Robert Silverberg


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain's oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language's finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today's leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.




      

      Immediately after the tribulation of those days shall the sun be darkened, and the moon shall not give her light, and the

         stars shall fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens shall be shaken:

      


      

      And then shall appear the sign of the Son of man in heaven: and then shall all the tribes of the earth mourn, and they shall

         see the Son of man coming in the clouds of heaven with power and great glory.

      


      

      —Matthew 24:29–30


      

      * * *


      

      Shrink not from blasphemy—’twill pass for wit.


      

      —Byron, English Bards and Scotch Reviewers


      

      * * *


      

      We know what we are, but know not what we may be.


      

      —Hamlet, IV, v, 43

      




      

      1


      

      He wakes. Beneath him the black earth is cool and moist. He lies on his back in a field of scarlet grass; a soft gust of wind

         comes by, ruffling the blades, and they melt into a stream of blood. The sky is iron-blue, an intensely transparent color

         that briefly sets up a desperate clamor in his skull. He finds the sun: low in the heavens, larger than it ought to be, looking

         somewhat pale and vulnerable, perhaps flattened at top and bottom. Pearly mists rise from the land and swirl sunward, making

         vortices of blue and green and red lacings as they climb. A cushion of silence presses against him. He feels lost. He sees

         no cities, no scars of man’s presence anywhere in this meadow, on those hills, beyond that valley. Slowly he lifts himself

         to his feet and stands facing the sun.

      


      

      His body is bare. He touches it, discovering his skin. With quiet curiosity he examines his hand, spread out below his chin

         against the dark hairy mat on his chest. How strange the fingers are: ridged at the joints, lightly tufted with hair on the

         flat places, two knuckles skinned a bit, the nails in need of a trimming. It is as though he has never seen his hand before. He lets the hand slip slowly down his body, pausing to tap the fingertips into the drum of hard

         muscle at his belly, then to study the faint puckered line of his appendectomy. The hand goes lower and he finds his genitals.

         Frowning, he cups his testicles, lifting them slightly, perhaps weighing them. He touches his penis, first the shaft, then

         the rim of soft pink flesh at the head, finally the head itself. It seems odd to have such an intricate device attached to

         his body. He inspects his legs. There is a broad bruise, purple and yellow, on his left thigh. Hair grows on his insteps.

         His toes are unfamiliar to him. He wriggles them. He digs them into the soil. He flexes his knees. He shrugs his shoulders.

         He plants his feet far apart. He makes water. He looks straight at the sun, and it is a surprisingly long time before his

         eyes begin to throb. When he looks away, he sees the sun behind his eyeballs, embedded in the front of his brain, and he feels

         less lonely for having it in there.

      


      

      “Hello!” he calls. “Hey! You! Me! Us! Who?”


      

      Where is Wichita? Where is Toronto? Where is Dubuque? Where is Syosset? Where is São Paulo? Where is La Jolla? Where is Bridgeport?

         Where is McMurdo Sound? Where is Ellenville? Where is Mankato? Where is Morpeth? Where is Georgetown? Where is St. Louis?

         Where is Mobile? Where is Walla Walla? Where is Galveston? Where is Brooklyn? Where is Copenhagen?

      


      

      “Hello? Hey? You? Me? Us? Who!”


      

      To his left are five rounded hills covered by black glossy vegetation. To his right the field of scarlet grass expands into

         a choking plain that streams toward the horizon. In front of him the ground dips gently to form a valley that is something

         more than a ravine but something less than a canyon. He recognizes no trees. Their shapes are unfamiliar; many have swollen,

         greasy brown trunks, limbless and plump, from which cascades of fleshy leaves dangle like festoons of shiny white and yellow

         beads. Behind him, smothered in long and inexplicable shadows, lies a maze of formless hummocks and pits, over which grow

         rank, sandy-colored little plants with woody stems.

      


      

      He goes forward into the valley.


      

      Now he sees his first sign of animal life. Out of a stubby tree he startles a sort of bird that catapults straight into the

         air, hovers, circles back more calmly to take stock of him. They survey one another. The bird is hawk-sized, dark-bodied,

         with a pinched ungenerous face, cool green eyes, thin lips closely clamped. Its fire-hued wings are ribbed and gauzy and from

         its hindquarters there trails a wedge-shaped filmy tail, edged with pink ribbony filaments streaming in the wind. Passing

         over him, the bird dungs him with a dozen shining green pellets that land artfully to enclose him in a geometrical figure.

         Hesitantly he stoops to touch the nearest pellet. It sizzles; he hears it hissing; but when he puts his finger to it he feels

         neither texture nor warmth. He flicks it aside. The bird caws at him.

      


      

      “I am Hanmer’s,” says the bird.


      

      “Why are you hostile? How have I harmed you?”


      

      “I am not hostile. I take no responsibilities. I place no blames.”


      

      “You bombed me.”


      

      “It established a relationship,” says the bird, and flies off. “I am Hanmer’s,” it calls again, from a distance. He studies

         the creature until it is gone. The sun slowly moves toward the hills. The sky seems slick and lacquered now. His tongue is

         papery. He continues toward the valley. He becomes aware that a creek flows through the valley, green water, burnished sun-shimmered

         surface, trembling shrubs sprouting on the bank. He goes to it, thinking that the sharp sensation of water against his skin

         will awaken him, for now he is weary of this dream; it has somehow taken on an ugly and implausible tone.

      


      

      He kneels beside the creek. It is unexpectedly deep. Within its rushing crystal depths he sees fishes, swept tempestuously

         along, driven by an irresistible current. They are slender creatures with large, wistful gray eyes, deep-cut toothy mouths,

         sleek flattened fins. Victims. He smiles at them. Cautiously he puts his left arm into the flow up to the elbow. The moment

         of contact is electric and stunning. He pulls his arm back and claps his hands over his face, and weeps as an uncontrollable

         surge of fiery sadness cuts through him. He mourns man and all his works. In his mind there churns an image of the world of

         man in gaudy complexity: buildings and vehicles and roads and shops and lawns and oily puddles and crumpled papers and blinking

         signs. He sees men and women in close-fitting clothing, with tight shoes and fabric binding their breasts and loins. That

         world is lost and he mourns it. He hears the roar of rockets and the screech of brakes. He hears the throb of music. He admires

         sunlight’s glint on lofty windows. He mourns. Cold tears sting his cheeks and trickle across his lips. Are the old blossoms

         gone? Are the old weeds gone? Are the old cities gone? Friends and family? Stress and strain? Cathedral bells, the redness

         of wine on the tongue, candles, turnips, cats, cactus? With a little defeated sigh he tumbles forward and lets himself fall

         into the creek. He is carried swiftly downstream.

      


      

      For some minutes he refuses to offer resistance. Then, quickly, he extends his body and seizes a submerged boulder. Clinging

         to it, he crawls downward until his face rests just above the pebbled bottom of the stream, and he hangs there a long moment,

         acclimating himself to his altered surroundings. When his breath is finally exhausted he erupts surfaceward and scrambles

         onto the bank. He lies face-down a short while. He stands. He touches himself.

      


      

      The tingling waters have changed him slightly. His body hair is gone and his skin is smooth and pale and new, like the hide of an infant whale. His left thigh no longer is bruised. His knuckles are whole. He cannot find the scar of

         his appendectomy. His penis looks strange to him, and after a moment’s contemplation he realizes in awe that he has been decircumcised.

         Hastily he pushes a thumb into his navel; it is still there. He laughs. Now he realizes that night has come while he was in

         the water. The sun’s last limb slips from view, and instantly darkness spreads out over the sky. There is no moon. The stars

         pop into view, announcing themselves with high pinging tones, singing, I am blue, I am red, I am golden, I am white. Where

         is Orion? Where is the Dipper? Where is the Goat?

      


      

      The shrubs of the valley emit a coarse leathery glow. The soil stirs and quivers and splits at the surface, and from a thousand

         tiny craters glide nightcrawling creatures, long and liquid and silvery, emerging from hidden burrows and slithering amiably

         toward the meadow. They part as they approach him, leaving him as an island in the midst of their gleaming myriads. He hears

         furry whispering sounds from them but detects no meaning.

      


      

      There is a feathery flap and two flying creatures descend, unlike the other one; these have heavy, drooping, baggy black bodies

         ringed by tufts of coarse fur, and angular wings mounted on a jutting knobby breastbone. They are as big as geese. Methodically

         they pursue the night-crawlers, sucking them up in flexible puckering bills and shortly excreting them, apparently unharmed.

         Their appetites are insatiable. He draws back, offended, when they give him a sour glare.

      


      

      Something bulky and dark clatters across the stream and disappears before he can see it properly. From the sky comes raucous

         laughter. The scent of elegant creamy flowers drifts from the creek, decays into saltiness, and departs. The air grows chill.

         He huddles. A light rain comes. He studies the troublesome constellations and finds them altogether strange. In the distance music unfolds from the night. The tones swell and diminish and increase again in

         an easy trembling throb, and he finds he can seize them and shape melodies to suit himself: he carves a lively tootling horn-call,

         a dirge, a minuet. Small animals scramble by. Have toads perished? Are mice extinct? Where are lemurs? Where are moles? Yet

         he knows he can come to love these new beasts. The boundless fertility of evolution, revealing itself to him in bright bursts

         of abundance, makes him joyful, and he turns the music into a hymn of praise. Whatever is, is good. Out of the plasticity

         of the raw tones he manufactures the drums and trumpets of a Te Deum. Against this in sudden bleak counterpoint come thumping

         footsteps, and he is no longer alone, for three large creatures emerge and approach. The dream is somber now. What things

         are these, so bestial, so foul, so malevolent? Upright, bipedal, great splayed toes, huge shaggy hams, sagging bellies, massive

         chests. Taller than he is. The stink of decay precedes them. Cruel faces, nevertheless almost human, glistening eyes, hooked

         noses, wide gummy mouths, thin gray beards sticky with muck. They shuffle awkwardly along, knees flexed, bodies canted forward

         at the waist, colossal upright goats modeled loosely after men. Wherever they tread, bristly weeds spring up instantly, giving

         off fishy odors. Their skins are paper-white and wrinkled, hanging loosely from the powerful muscles and the thick under-flesh;

         little tufted blisters pockmark them everywhere. As they clump forward they nod, snort, snuffle, and exchange blurred murmured

         comments. They pay no attention to him. He watches them pass by. What are these dismal things? He fears that they are the

         supreme race of the era, the dominant species, the successors to man, perhaps even the descendants of man, and the thought

         so squeezes and grinds him that he drops to the ground, rolling over and over in agony, crushing the gliding nightcrawlers

         that still stream past. He hammers his palms against the earth. He clutches the malign weeds that have newly sprouted, and rips

         them from the soil. He presses his forehead against a flat rock. He vomits, yielding nothing. He clasps his hands in terror

         to his loins. Have these beings inherited the world? He imagines a congregation of them kneeling on their own turds. He visualizes

         them grunting outside the Taj Mahal in the full moon. He sees them clambering over the Pyramids, dropping spittle on Raphaels

         and Veroneses, fracturing Mozart with their snorts and belches. He sobs. He bites the earth. He prays for morning. In his

         anguish his sex stiffens, and he seizes it, and, gasping, spills his seed. He lies on his back and searches for the moon,

         but there is still no moon, and the stars are unfamiliar. The music returns. He has lost the power to shape it. He hears the

         clang and clatter of metal rods and the shriek of strained membranes. Desperately, grimly, he sings against it, shouting into

         the darkness, covering the raucous noise with a lamination of ordered sound, and in this way he passes the night, sleepless,

         uncomforted.
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      Streaks of arriving light stain the sky. The darkness is vanquished by pink and gray and blue. He stretches and greets the

         morning, finding himself hungry and thirsty. Going down to the creek, he bends into it, splashes cold water in his face, scrubs

         his eyes and teeth, and, embarrassed, wipes the dried sticky sperm from his thighs. Then he gulps until his thirst is gone.

         Food? He reaches down and, with a deftness that astonishes him, plucks a thrashing fish from the creek. Its smooth sides are

         deep blue, with red filaments plainly pulsing within. Raw? Well, yes, how else? But at least not alive. He will pound its head

         on a rock first.

      


      

      “No, please. Don’t do that,” a soft voice says.


      

      He is prepared to believe that the fish is begging for its life. But a purple shadow falls on him; he is not alone. Turning,

         he sees a slim, slight figure behind him. The source of the voice. “I am Hanmer,” says the newcomer. “The fish—please—throw

         it back. It isn’t necessary.” A gentle smile. Is that a smile? Is that a mouth? He feels it is best to obey Hanmer. He flings

         the fish into the water. With a derisive swish of its tail it shoots away. He turns again to Hanmer and says, “I didn’t want

         to eat it. But I’m very hungry, and I’m lost.”

      


      

      “Give me your hunger,” says Hanmer.


      

      Hanmer is not human, but the kinship is apparent. He is as big as a tall boy, and his body, though slender, does not seem

         fragile. His head is large but his neck is sturdy and his shoulders are wide. There is no hair anywhere on him. His skin is

         golden-green and has the seamless, durable quality of a supple plastic. His eyes are scarlet globes behind quick transparent

         lids. His nose is merely a ridge; his nostrils are latched slits; his mouth is a thin-lipped horizontal slash that does not

         open wide enough to reveal its interior. He has a great many fingers and not many toes. His arms and legs are jointed at elbows

         and knees, but the joints appear to be universal ones, giving him immense freedom of motion. Hanmer’s sex is a puzzle. Something

         about his bearing seems indisputably male, and he has no breasts nor any other visible feminine characteristics. But where

         a male member might be, he has only a curious inward-folding vertical pocket, vaguely like the vaginal slit but not really

         comparable. Beneath, instead of two dangling balls, there is a single small, firm, round swelling, possibly equivalent to

         the scrotum, as if it had remained evolution’s goal to keep the gonads outside the body cavity but a more efficient container for them had been designed. There can be little doubt that Hanmer’s ancestors,

         in some remote era, were men. But can he be called a man also? Son of man, perhaps. “Come to me,” Hanmer says. He stretches

         out his hands. There are delicate webs between the fingers. “How are you called, stranger?”

      


      

      It is necessary to think a moment. “I was Clay,” he tells Hanmer. The sound of his name spills to the ground and bounces.

         Clay. Clay. I was Clay. Clay I was when I was Clay. Hanmer looks pleased. “Come, then, Clay,” he says gently. “I’ll take your

         hunger.” Hesitantly Clay gives his hands to Hanmer. He is drawn close. Their bodies touch. Clay feels needles in his eyes

         and black fluid spurting into his veins. He becomes fiercely conscious of the maze of red tubes in his belly. He can hear

         the ticking of his glands. In a moment Hanmer releases him and he is wholly without hunger; it is incomprehensible to him

         that he could have considered devouring a fish only moments ago. Hanmer laughs. “Is it better now?”

      


      

      “Better. Much.”


      

      With his toe Hanmer draws a quick line across the ground. The soil splits as if unzipped and Hanmer pulls up a gray tuber,

         bulging and heavy. He puts it to his lips and sucks at it a moment. Then he hands it to Clay, who stares, uncertain. Is this

         a test? “Eat,” Hanmer says. “It’s permitted.” Though his hunger is gone, Clay sucks at the tuber. Some drops of a gritty juice

         enter his mouth. Instantly flames shoot through his skull and his soul withers. Hanmer darts forward, catching him just before

         he falls, and embraces him again; Clay feels the effects of the juice instantly ebbing. “Forgive me,” says Hanmer. “I didn’t

         realize. You must be terribly early.”

      


      

      “What?”


      

      “One of the earliest, I suppose. Caught in the time-flux like the rest. We love you. We bid you be welcome. Do we seem fearfully strange? Are you lonely? Do you grieve? Will you teach us things? Will you give yourself to us? Will

         you delight us?”

      


      

      “What world is this?”


      

      “The world. Our world.”


      

      “My world?”


      

      “It was. It can be.”


      

      “What era is this?”


      

      “A good one.”


      

      “Am I dead?”


      

      Hanmer chuckles. “Death is dead.”


      

      “How did I get here?”


      

      “Caught in the time-flux like the rest.”


      

      “Swept into my own future? How far into the future?”


      

      “Does it matter?” Hanmer asks, looking bored. “Come, Clay, dissolve with me, and let’s begin our travels.” He reaches for

         Clay’s hand again. Clay shrinks back. “Wait,” he murmurs. The morning is quite bright now. The sky is that painful blue again;

         the sun is a gong. He shivers. He puts his face close to Hanmer’s and says, “Are there any others like me here?”

      


      

      “No.”


      

      “Are you human?”


      

      “Of course.”


      

      “But changed by time?”


      

      “Oh, no,” says Hanmer. “You are changed by time. I live here. You visit us.”

      


      

      “I speak of evolution.”


      

      Hanmer pouts. “May we dissolve now? We have so much to see—”


      

      Clay tugs at a tuft of the foul weeds of the night before. “At least tell me about these. Three creatures came by, and these

         grew where—”

      


      

      “Yes.”


      

      “What were they? Visitors from another planet?”


      

      “Humans,” sighs Hanmer.


      

      “Those also? Different forms?”

      


      

      “Before us. After you. Caught in the time-flux, all.”


      

      “How could we have evolved into them? Not even in a billion years would humanity change so greatly. And then change back? You’re closer to me than they are. Where’s

         the pattern? Where’s the track? Hanmer, I can’t understand!”

      


      

      “Wait until you see the others,” says Hanmer, and begins to dissolve. A pale gray cloud springs from his skin and envelops

         him, and within it he grows misty, fading placidly away. Bright orange sparks shoot through the cloud. Hanmer, still visible,

         appears ecstatic. Clay is able to see a rigid fleshy tube slide out of the pocket at Hanmer’s loins: yes, he is male after

         all, showing his sex in this moment of pleasure. “You said you’d take me!” Clay cries. Hanmer nods and smiles. The internal

         structure of his body is apparent now, a network of nerves and veins, illuminated by some inner fire and glowing red and green

         and yellow. The cloud expands and suddenly Clay too is within it. There is a sweet hissing sound: his own tissues and fibers

         boiling away. Hanmer has vanished. Clay spins, extends, attenuates; he perceives his own throbbing organs, an exquisite mixture

         of textures and tones, this one green and oily, that one red and sticky, here a gray spongy mass, there a coil of dark blue,

         everything so ripe, so lush, in the last moments before dissolution. A sense of adventure and excitement possesses him. He

         is drifting upward and outward, flowing over the face of the land, taking on infinite size and surrendering all mass; he covers

         acres now, whole counties, entire realms. Hanmer is beside him. They expand together. Sunlight strikes him along the vast

         upper surface of his new body, making molecules dance and leap in prickly gaiety, pinging and popping as they bounce around.

         Clay is aware of the shuttling electrons climbing the energy ladder. Pip! Pop! Peep! He soars. He glides. He visualizes himself

         as a great gray carpet skimming through the air. Instead of a tasseled fringe he has a hundred eyes, and in the center of everything

         the hard knotted mass of the brain glows and hums and directs.

      


      

      He sees last night’s scenes: the valley, the meadow, the hills, the creek. Then the field of vision changes as they go higher,

         and he takes in a tumbled, scarred countryside of rivers and cliffs, of eroded teeth jutting from the earth, of gulfs, of

         lakes, of headlands. Figures move below. Here are the three goaty ones, farting and mumbling beneath a sprawling rubbery tree.

         Here are six more of Hanmer’s kind, merrily coupling at the edge of a golden pond. Here are nightcrawlers slumbering in the

         soil. Here is a savage thing with monstrous choppers in place of teeth. Here is something buried shoulders-deep in the ground,

         radiating solemn, passionate thoughts. Here comes a platoon of winged creatures, birds or bats or even reptiles, flying in

         tight formation, darkening the sky, now catching an updraft, piercing Clay’s body from underside to top like a million stinging

         bullets and vanishing in the cloudless heights. Here are saturnine intelligences browsing in the mud of dark pools. Here are

         scattered blocks of stone, perhaps ancient ruins. Clay sees no whole buildings. He sees no roads. The world bears no human

         imprint of consequence. It is springtime everywhere; things bulge with life. Hanmer, billowing like a stormcloud, laughs and

         cries out, “Yes! You accept it!”

      


      

      Clay accepts it.


      

      He tests his body. He makes it fluoresce and sees violet shadows dance below him. He creates steely ribs and an ivory backbone.

         He weaves a new nervous system out of bristles of vacuum. He invents an organ sensitive to colors beyond ultraviolet, and

         happily topples off the spectrum’s deep end. He becomes a vast sexual organ and rapes the stratosphere, leaving contrails

         of luminous semen. And Hanmer, beside him constantly, calls out, “Yes,” and “Yes,” and “Yes” again. Clay now covers several continents. He accelerates his pace, seeking his own termination, and after

         some brief effort finds it and links with himself so that he now is a cloudy serpent encircling the world. “See?” Hanmer cries.

         “It is your world, is it not? The familiar planet?” But Clay is not sure. The continents have shifted. He sees what he believes

         to be the Americas, but they have undergone changes, for the tail of South America is gone and so is the Isthmus of Panama,

         and west of what should have been Chile is an enormous cancerous extension, possibly a displaced Antarctica. Oceans drown

         both poles. Coastlines are new. He cannot find Europe. A tremendous inland sea winks up out of what he suspects is Asia; a

         sunblink glances off it, transforming it into a giant mocking eye. Weeping, he scatters gobbets of lava along the equator.

         A domed shield bulges serenely where Africa might have been. A chain of radiant islands glitters across thousands of miles

         of altered ocean. Now he is frightened. He thinks of Athens, Cairo, Tangier, Melbourne, Poughkeepsie, Istanbul, and Stockholm.

         In his grief he grows chilled, and, freezing, splits into a shower of icy particles, which small buzzing insects instantly

         seek, darting up from swamps and marshes; they begin to gobble him, but Hanmer cries out to them, sending them stunned to

         the ground, and then Clay feels himself being collected and restored. “What happened?” Hanmer asks, and Clay replies, “I remembered.”

         “Don’t,” says Hanmer. Again they soar. They spin and leap and break through into the realm of darkness girdling the world,

         so that the planet itself is nothing more than a little spherical impurity in the soft fluttering mantle of his body. He watches

         it turning. So slowly! Has the day lengthened? Is this my world at all? Hanmer nudges him and they transform themselves into

         rivers of energy millions of miles long and go boiling out into space. He is inflamed with tenderness, love, the hunger for

         union with the cosmos. “Our neighbor worlds,” says Hanmer. “Our friends. See?” Clay sees. He knows now that he has not been whisked to

         a planet of some other star. This is plainly Venus, this cloudy ball here. And this red pocked thing is Mars, although he

         is puzzled by the green weedy sea that laps the rusty plains. He cannot find Mercury. Again and again he slides into that

         inner orbit, hunting for the tiny rolling globe, but it is not there. Has it fallen into the sun? He dares not ask, for fear

         that Hanmer will say that it has. Clay cannot bear to lose a planet now. “Come,” says Hanmer. “Outward.”

      


      

      The asteroids have vanished. A wise move: who needs such debris? But Jupiter is there, wondrously unchanged, even to the Great

         Red Spot. Clay exults. The bands of color also remain, bright stripes of rich yellow, brown, and orange, separated by darker

         streaks. “Yes?” Clay asks, and Hanmer says it can be done, so they plunge planetward, swirling and floating in Jupiter’s atmosphere.

         Foggy crystals engulf them. Their attenuated bodies entwine with molecules of ammonia and methane. Down they go, down, to

         cliffs of ice rising above bleak greasy seas, to turbulent geysers and boiling lakes. Clay spreads himself flat across a snowy

         continent and lies panting, loving the sensuous impact of the atmosphere’s many tons upon his back. He becomes a mallet and

         probes the great planet’s craggy core, striking it happily, with a bong and a bong and a bong and a whong, and waves of sound

         rise up in jagged creamy blurts. He spends himself in ecstasy. But then, immediately afterward, there is compensating loss:

         brilliant Saturn is ringless. “An accident,” Hanmer confesses. “An error. It was long ago.” Clay will not be consoled. He

         threatens to fracture again and patter down to Saturn’s tawny surface in a cloud of snowflakes. Hanmer, sympathetic, hoops

         himself and surrounds the planet, whirling, gliding up and down the spectrum, flashing gilded lights, turning now edge-on,

         now at a sumptuous angle. “No,” Clay says. “I’m grateful, but it won’t work,” and on they go toward Uranus, toward Neptune, toward frosty Pluto.

         “It was not our doing,” Hanmer insists. “But we never realized anyone would care so much.” Pluto is a bore. Hovering, Clay

         watches five of Hanmer’s cousins trekking across a black wasteland, going from nowhere to nowhere. He looks questioningly

         outward. Procyon? Rigel? Betelgeuse? “Another time,” Hanmer murmurs.

      


      

      They return to Earth.


      

      Like matched jewels they plummet through the atmosphere. They land. He is in his mortal body again. He lies in a manicured

         field of short fleshy blue-green plants; above him looms a giant triangular monolith, forked at the peak, and through the

         fork races a bubbling river that hurtles hundreds or perhaps thousands of feet down the huge slab’s onyx face into a neatly

         circular basin. He is trembling. His journey has drained him. When he can, he sits up, presses his palms to his cheeks, draws

         some deep breaths, blinks. The worlds swing in stubborn circles inside his skull. His joy over Jupiter wars with the grief

         for Saturn’s rings. And Mercury. And the beloved old continents, the friendly map. Stabbed by time’s needles. The air is mild

         and transparent, and he hears distant music. Hanmer stands at the edge of the basin, contemplating the waterfall.

      


      

      Or is it Hanmer? When he turns, Clay sees differences. On the smooth waxen chest two breasts have emerged. They are small,

         like those of a girl newly come into her womanhood, but beyond any question they are female. Tiny pink nipples tip them. Hanmer’s

         hips have widened. The vertical pocket at the base of the belly has narrowed to a slit, of which only the upper cleft is visible.

         The scrotal hemisphere below has vanished. This is not Hanmer. This is a woman of Hanmer’s species.

      


      

      “I am Hanmer,” she says to Clay.


      

      “Hanmer was male.”


      

      “Hanmer is male. I am Hanmer.” She walks toward Clay. Her stride is not Hanmer’s: in place of his freewheeling loose-jointed

         jauntiness there is a more restrained motion, equally fluid but not as flexible. She says, “My body has changed, but I am

         Hanmer. I love you. May we celebrate our journey together? It is the custom.”

      


      

      “Is the other Hanmer gone forever?”


      

      “Nothing goes forever. Everything returns.”


      

      Mercury. Saturn’s rings. Istanbul. Rome.


      

      Clay freezes. He is silent for a million years.


      

      “Will you celebrate with me?”


      

      “How?”


      

      “A joining of bodies.”


      

      “Sex,” Clay says. “It’s not obsolete, then?”


      

      Hanmer laughs prettily. She eases herself in one quick sprawl to the ground. The fleshy plants sigh and quiver and sway. Eyelets

         open in their tips and spurts of jeweled fluid leap into the air. A balmy fragrance spreads. An aphrodisiac: Clay is abruptly

         aware of the rigidity of his member. Hanmer flexes her knees. She parts her thighs and he studies the waiting gate between.

         “Yes,” she whispers. Lost in amazement, he covers her body with his. His hands slip down to grasp her cool flat silken buttocks.

         Hanmer is flushed; her transparent eyelids have gone milky, so that the scarlet glow of her eyes is dimmed; when he slides

         a hand up and caresses her breasts, he feels the nipples hardening, and he is dazed with wonder at the changelessness of certain

         things. Mankind tours the solar system in a moment, birds talk, plants collaborate in human pleasures, the continents are

         jumbled, the universe is a storm of marvelous colors and dazzling scents; and yet in all the gold and crimson and purple miracle

         of this altered world, pricks still cry out for cunts and cunts cry out for pricks. It does not seem fitting. Yet with a small

         smothered cry he goes into her and begins to move, a swift piston in the moist chamber, and it is so unstrange to him that he briefly loses the sense of loss that had been with

         him since his awakening. He comes with such haste that it shatters him, but she merely sings a fragile series of semitones

         and he uncomes just as quickly, and is disembarrassed, and they continue. She offers him a spasm of disciplined intensity.

         Her swivel-kneed legs twine about him. Her pelvis churns. She gasps. She whispers. She chants. He chooses his moment and unleashes

         his lightning a second time, touching off a storm of sensation in her, during which the texture of her skin undergoes a series

         of changes, becoming now rough and bristly, now liquid-smooth, now stiffened into high-crested waves, at last returning to

         its original state. In the moment after final ecstasy he remembers the moon. The moon! Where was it when he and Hanmer sped

         through the cosmos? There is no moon. The moon is no more. How could he have forgotten to look for the moon?

      


      

      They disengage and roll apart. He feels exhilarated but also faintly depressed. The beast from the past has soiled the sprite

         of the future with his salty flow. Caliban topping Ariel. When they join bodies here, do they mark completion with such a

         torrent of fluid? He is prehistoric. Moments pass before he dares to look at Hanmer. But she is smiling at him. She rises,

         gently draws him to his feet, and leads him to the basin beneath the waterfall. They bathe. The water is knife-cold. Hanmer’s

         many fingers fly gaily over his body; she is so wholly feminine that he can barely summon a memory of the lean and muscular

         male with whom he began his journey. She is coquettish, playful, archly possessive.

      


      

      She says, “You couple with great enthusiasm.”


      

      A sudden shower of radiance falls from the sun, which is almost directly overhead. A line of unfamiliar colors marches across

         the peak of a lofty mountain to the—west? He reaches for her, and she eludes him, and runs laughing through a thorny thicket; the plants claw halfheartedly at her but cannot touch her. When he follows, they shred him. He staggers

         forth bloodied and finds her waiting for him beside a stubby, squat tree no taller than herself. The latches of her nostrils

         flutter; her eyelids open and close repeatedly; her little breasts heave. Briefly he sees her with flowing green hair and

         a dense black pubic mat, but the moment passes and she is as sleek as before. Five creatures call his name hoarsely from branches

         of the tree. They have huge mouths and scrawny necks and puffy wings, and, so far as he can tell, no bodies at all. “Clay!

         Clay! Clay! Clay! Clay!” Hanmer dismisses them; they hop to the ground and scurry away. She comes to him and kisses each scratch,

         and it heals. Austerely she examines the parts of his body, handling everything, learning his anatomy as though she may have

         to build something just like him one day. The intimacy of the inspection disturbs him. At length she is satisfied. She unzips

         the ground and draws a tuber from it, as the other Hanmer had done yesterday. Trustingly he takes it and sucks the juice.

         Blue fur sprouts on his skin. His genitals grow so monstrous that he sags to the ground under the pull of their weight. His

         toes unite. The moon, he thinks bitterly. Hanmer crouches over him and lowers herself, impaling herself on his rod. The moon.

         The moon. Mercury. The moon. He barely notices the orgasmic jolt.

      


      

      The effects of the tuber’s juice diminish. He lies belly-down, eyes closed. Stroking Hanmer, he finds that the scrotal bulge

         again has grown at the juncture of her thighs. Hanmer is male again. Clay looks: yes, it is so. Flat chest, wide shoulders,

         narrow hips. Everything returns. Too soon, sometimes.

      


      

      Night is coming. He searches for the moon.


      

      “Do you have cities?” he asks. “Books? Houses? Poetry? Do you ever wear clothing? Do you die?”


      

      “When we need to,” Hanmer says.
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      In the darkness they sit side by side, saying little. Clay watches the procession of the stars. Their brilliance often seems

         unbearable. Now and again he thinks of embracing Hanmer once more, and has to remind himself of Hanmer’s unmetamorphosis.

         Perhaps that female Hanmer will return eventually; her turn upon the stage seems all too brief to him.

      


      

      To the existing Hanmer he says, “Am I monstrously barbaric? Am I coarse? Am I gross?”


      

      “No. No. No.”


      

      “But I’m a dawn-man. I’m a fumbling early attempt. I have an appendix. I urinate. I defecate. I get hungry. I sweat. I stink.

         I’m a million years inferior to you. Five million? Fifty million? No clue?”

      


      

      “We admire you for what you are,” Hanmer assures him. “We do not criticize you for what you could not have become. Of course,

         we may modify our estimate as we come to know you better. We reserve the right to detest you.”

      


      

      There is a very long silence. Shooting stars split the night.


      

      Later Clay says, “Not that I mean to apologize. We did our best. We gave the world Shakespeare, after all. And—you know of

         Shakespeare?”

      


      

      “No.”


      

      “Homer?”


      

      “No.”


      

      “Beethoven?”


      

      “No.”


      

      “Einstein.”


      

      “No.”

      


      

      “Leonardo da Vinci.”


      

      “No.”


      

      “Mozart!”


      

      “No.”


      

      “Galileo!’


      

      “No.”


      

      “Newton!”


      

      “No.”


      

      “Michelangelo. Mohammed. Marx. Darwin.”


      

      “No. No. No. No.”


      

      “Plato? Aristotle? Jesus?”


      

      “No, no, no.”


      

      Clay says, “Do you remember the moon that this planet once had?”


      

      “I have heard of the moon, yes. But none of these other things.”


      

      “Everything we did is lost, then? Nothing survives. We are extinct.”


      

      “You are wrong. Your race survives.”


      

      “Where?”


      

      “In us.”


      

      “No,” Clay says. “If everything we have done is dead, our race is dead. Goethe. Charlemagne. Socrates. Hitler. Attila. Caruso.

         We fought against the darkness and the darkness swallowed us anyway. We are extinct.”

      


      

      “If you are extinct,” Hanmer says, “then we are not human.”


      

      “You are not human.”


      

      “We are human.”


      

      “Human, but not men. Sons of men, maybe. There’s a qualitative gap. Too great a lapse of continuity. You’ve forgotten Shakespeare.

         You race through the heavens.”

      


      

      “You must remember,” Hanmer says, “that your period occupies an extremely narrow segment of the band of time. Information

         crammed into a narrow bandwidth becomes blurred and distorted. Is it surprising that your heroes are forgotten? What seems like a powerful signal to you is merely

         a momentary squirt of noise to us. We perceive a much broader band.”

      


      

      “You speak to me of bandwidths?” Clay asks, astounded. “You lose Shakespeare and keep technical jargon?”


      

      “I sought a metaphor, only.”


      

      “How is it you speak my language?”


      

      “Friend, you speak my language,” says Hanmer. “There is only one language, and everything speaks it.”

      


      

      “There are many languages.”


      

      “One.”


      

      “Ci sono molte lingue.”


      

      “Only one, which all things comprehend.”


      

      “Muchas lenguas! Sprache! Langue! Språk! Nyelv! The confusion of tongues. Enchanté de faire votre connaissance. Welcher Ort is das? Per favore, potrebbe dirigermi al telefono. Finns det någon här,

            som talar engelska? El tren acaba de salir.”


      

      “When mind touches mind,” Hanmer says, “communication is immediate and absolute. Why did you need so many ways of speaking

         with one another?”
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