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      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.


      










Foreword



Religion And Science Fiction


By Isaac Asimov


In the November, 1983, issue of the monthly science-fiction magazine that bears my name, the cover story was “The Gospel According to Gamaliel Crucis” by that excellent writer, Michael Bishop. This story deals with a sensitive subject — the coming of a savior, or, in effect, the second coming of Christ.


What makes Bishop’s novella even more effective as a science fiction story is that the savior is an extraterrestrial, and not a particularly attractive one to our human eyes, for she — that’s right, she — is a giant mantis. This speculation is entirely legitimate, it seems to me, for if there is other life in the Universe, especially intelligent life, one would expect that a truly Universal God would be as concerned for these other beings as for us, and would totally disregard physical shape, for only the “soul,” that inner intellectual and moral identity, must finally count. What is more, Bishop decided to make his novella more powerful by casting it into a Biblical shape, dividing it into chapters and verses and employing a touch of suitable Biblical wording.


The result is a tour de force that the editorial staff at Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine obviously considered successful, or we would not have published it. Still, we were prepared for the fact that some readers might feel uneasy with, or even offended by, the subject matter and/or the style.


One letter to our magazine was quite angry, indeed. The writer was “strongly displeased” and considered the story “a burlesque of the scriptures.” Finding no other point to the story, this person decided that it had been written and published only for the sake of the burlesque. Bishop or I could argue with this view, of course, but if a reader sees in “The Gospel According to Gamaliel Crucis” only burlesque, our arguments are scarcely likely to change that reader’s mind. Differences of opinion about the value of any work of art are inevitable, and often these differences have their basis in strong emotion rather than reason.


But here a larger question arises, the matter of how science fiction ought to deal with religion, especially our religion. (Few people worry very much about how science fiction characterizes other religions, for only our own is the True One.) No one wants to offend people unnecessarily, and religion, as we all know, is a sensitive subject. In that case, might it not be best simply to avoid altogether the religious angle in writing science fiction? As our angry correspondent says, “I suggest … that offending any substantial religious group is not the way to win friends or sell magazines.”


Yes, we know that, and because we do want to win friends and sell magazines, we would not deliberately go out of our way to embarrass or humiliate, just for the fun of it, even nonsubstantial groups of our readers.


But we are also editing a serious science fiction magazine that, we earnestly hope, includes stories of literary merit, and it is the very essence of literature that it consider the great ideas and concerns of human history. Surely, that complex of ideas that goes under the head of “religion” is one of the most central and essential of these concerns, and to declare it out of bounds would be rather a shame. In fact, for a magazine to self-censor itself from any fictional treatment of religion would be to bow to those forces that do not really believe in our constitutional guarantees of freedom of speech and press.


Besides, if we were to try to avoid this sensitive subject, where would we stop? In my own stories, I tend to ignore religion altogether, except where I absolutely have to have it. Of course, I absolutely had to have it in some of my early Foundation stories, and in my Astounding novelette of 1941, “Nightfall,” and so I made use of it. And, whenever I bring in a religious motif, that religion is bound to seem vaguely Christian because Christianity is the only religion about which I know anything, even though it is not mine. An unsympathetic reader might think I am “burlesquing” Christianity, but I am not.


Then, too, it is impossible to write science fiction and really ignore religion. What if we find intelligent beings on other worlds? Do they have a religion? Is our God universal, and is he/she/it their God as well? What do we do about the faith of these others? What do they do about ours? Writers almost never take up this point, but because it would certainly arise if we actually discovered such beings, science fiction loses touch with reality when it takes the easy way out and pretends that religion does not exist.


Or consider time-travel. I don’t know how many SF stories propose someone’s going back in time to prevent the assassination of Lincoln, but what about the more spectacular notion of going back in time to prevent the crucifixion of Jesus? Surely, if time-travel were possible, someone would inevitably try to perform that greater feat. Think of the changes that a skillful writer could ring on such a theme. If Jesus were rescued while on his way to Calvary, and if modern technology — a helicopter or something more advanced — effected the rescue while rifle-fire held the Roman soldiers at bay, would not the people of that time suppose that supernatural forces were rescuing Jesus? Would it not seem to them that angels were coming to the aid of the true savior? Would not this event at once establish Jesus’ religion, Christianity, as the true religion?


Perhaps not. Clearly, it was God’s divine purpose — assuming that the God of the Bible exists — to have the crucifixion take place so that Jesus might serve as a divine atonement for Adam’s original sin. In that case, would God allow the subversion of this plan?


It’s a nice dilemma and one that legitimately falls within the province of science fiction. Yet with the notable exception of Michael Moorcock’s award-winning “Behold the Man,” few writers have attempted such a story. Why? Perhaps because that story would be extremely difficult to write. Indeed, I would not feel up to it myself. Still, I think that what primarily keeps us from making the attempt is self-censorship. For that matter, maybe we fear the likely impact of a story in which we go back in time and find that the Biblical Jesus never existed.


The mere existence of time-travel makes all these speculations irresistible. Is it therefore possible that very religious people might object to time-travel themes, deeming them blasphemous, simply because they give rise to such troubling possibilities? The correspondent in his letter says, “Dr. Asimov, I know that you are an atheist,” and there may be the implication that because of this I am insensitive to the feelings of religionists, or perhaps even anxious to make them seem ridiculous.


As a matter of fact, I have frequently made it clear in my writings that I have never encountered any convincing evidence for the existence of the Biblical God, and that I am incapable of accepting that existence on faith alone. My stance in this matter makes me an atheist, but, although surprising to some Americans, the Constitution safeguards my right both to be an atheist and to proclaim myself one.


Nevertheless, I am not a proselytizing atheist; I am not a missionary; I do not treat atheism as a kind of true faith that I must force on everyone. After all, I have published more books, articles, and stories than almost anyone else now alive — about twenty million words so far — and I have frequently discussed controversial issues. You are free to go through my published work searching it for any sign that I ridicule religion as such. I have opposed those people who attack legitimate scientific findings — evolution, as an example — in the name of religion, and who do so without evidence, or, worse yet, with distorted or false evidence. I do not regard these people as true religionists, however, and I am careful to point out that they disgrace religion. Indeed, they pose a greater danger to honest religion than to science.


And suppose that I weren’t an atheist. My parents were Jewish, and I might have been brought up an Orthodox Jew or become one of my own volition. Might one then argue that I would naturally favor any story burlesquing Christianity? Or suppose I were a Methodist. Would I therefore look for stories that parodied Judaism, or Roman Catholicism, or, even more likely, atheism?


If I were in the mood to run Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine in such a way as to offend “any substantial religious group,” I would hardly have to be an atheist. I could easily do so if I were of any metaphysical persuasion at all, provided only that I were also a bigot, or an idiot, or both. In fact, I am neither; and, again, I offer my collected writings as proof.


Needless to say, I am sorry that Michael Bishop’s “The Gospel According to Gamaliel Crucis” upset our correspondent. If we lived in an ideal world, we would never publish any story that upset anyone. In this case, though, we had to choose. On the one hand, we had a remarkable story that considered, quite fearlessly, an important idea, and we felt that most readers would recognize its legitimacy — if not at once, then upon mature reflection. On the other hand, we had a story that might offend some readers.


We made the choice. We put the story’s literary quality and thematic importance ahead of the chance that it might offend. We hope that our angry correspondent will reconsider the matter and see that “The Gospel According to Gamaliel Crucis,” like nearly all the other stories with theological themes in this collection, is far more than a burlesque. He might even give Bishop points for skill and courage.










Close Encounter With The Deity



Everything was set in order ere anything was made.


— Julian of Norwich


So maybe the end is in sight for theoretical physicists if not for theoretical physics.


— Stephen Hawking


I


They place the deformed Demetrio Urraza in an iridium-alloy voyager, wish him godspeed, and shoot him through space toward the bright southern-hemisphere star Alpha Piscis Austrini, better known as Fomalhaut.


Urraza is a Chilean theoretical physicist and cosmologist. He is also a devout Catholic of New Reformist upbringing. In his fragile-looking but sturdy ship (funded by a global confederation of astronomy and physics institutes), Urraza will observe part of the multibillion-year process of planetary genesis around the sun whose Arabic name means The Fish’s Mouth.


The honor — not to say the folly — of this expedition has come to Urraza for his role in formulating a Grand Unified Theory of the four major forces that structure the physical universe. To date, his equations have resisted every experimental trial to disprove or modify their import; and his reputation worldwide puts him in a gallery of indisputably great physicists including, of course, his immediate predecessors Einstein and Hawking.


Urraza, like Hawking, has had to overcome a physical handicap to do his work. As a result of his mother’s daily exposure to radioactive wastes secretly and illegally dumped near Taital, his birthplace, Urraza came from the womb missing part of his small intestine. More important, his body also lacked every extremity but his head, a leg, and one malshaped foot. (His leg and foot the young Demetrio learned to use as most other human beings use their arms and hands.) Had a priest not taken the crippled infant to a doctor in Antofagasta, better than a hundred miles away, and had the doctor not willingly become the child’s benefactor, Demetrio Urraza would have died within the week.


Today Urraza enjoys pointing out that his surviving to become a physicist involved a chain of events as unlikely as the fine tuning of a universe in which thinking observers might eventually arise. He is an anomaly, he cheerfully admits, adding that of course life itself is an anomaly.


In a sense, Urraza has won a lottery sponsored by the world’s scientific community.


The winning ticket consisted of his publication, less than two decades ago, of the Grand Unified Theory bearing his name, i.e., Urraza’s GUT. (In English, this is an ugly — perhaps deplorable — pun that Urraza finds as delightful as humanity’s questing sentience in a seemingly disinterested cosmos.) The prize for drawing the winning ticket, now that Demetrio Urraza’s GUT has encompassed the centuries-old hunger of theoretical physicists for The Answer, is a one-way trip to Fomalhaut, 22.5 light-years from Earth.


Why Fomalhaut? many have wondered.


Because, eighteen years before the publication of the GUT that most of Urraza’s peers agree has put an end to theoretical physics, astronomers detected around Fomalhaut a planetary disk suggesting that the star is sorting out a solar system similar to the one that became our own. Further, although this process — beginning with the creation of the protosun at the system’s heart — may take as long as five billion years, Fomalhaut has already advanced beyond the stage at which a blast of flare gas or of scouring ultraviolet has blown the dust in its inner disk out into the transsolar void. In other words, this star is already well on the road to planetary creation and hence — if one has faith — to the oozy birth and chance-directed uncoiling of life.


Conceivably, Earth will have died before Urraza completes his observations of the process, for, waking for week-long periods between dozens of millennia of self-preserving slumber, he will survive several hundred million years. Humanity, during this time, will either perish utterly or escape its inevitable local holocaust by removing to other parts of the galaxy. Maybe Urraza’s fellow human beings, arriving later, will find his voyager and resurrect him to life on a utopian Terra Nueva orbiting Fomalhaut …


II


“This is suicide,” Talita Bedoya, the man’s New Reformist priest, told him an hour before the workers at the lunar launch station put him in his ship’s life-support casket. Father Bedoya was trying, as she had all along, to prevent his departure.


“Nonsense,” Urraza replied. “I find suicide — in my own case, at least — as sinful as you do.”


“But, Demetrio, you’ll never be coming back.”


“Pardon me, Father,” Urraza said, touching the woman’s sleeve with his articulate foot, “but maybe I see myself effecting my own salvation by returning to the stuff out of which the Holy Spirit summoned the entire cosmos.”


“But if you don’t come back —”


“Is it suicide to seek salvation? The reverse, Father, exactly the reverse. No one can sidestep death, but I go to Fomalhaut to see and record, not to surrender and die. For God’s sake, then, relent and give me your blessing.”


“Demetrio, it’s simply not in me to do as you wish.”


“Then shrive me. Surely, this is the last time I’ll be able to oblige myself of the services of a human confessor.”


Father Bedoya prepared herself and then reluctantly heard the physicist’s confession. As he had done on several past occasions, he confessed to the sins of detraction, pride, lust, and, now that he was setting forth on a voyage requiring him to take most of his nutrients through his veins or in tablet form, gluttony. The night before, he had gorged on genetically synthesized lobster, lamb, and turkey, to the point of deliberately vomiting and beginning again. Although on launch morning, in Talita Bedoya’s presence, he did not feel nauseated, he was ashamed of himself. Theory is not the only passion of Demetrio Urraza.


III


Outward into the interstellar ocean, the vessel that this man has christened La Misericordia de la Noche glides. Urraza, in his control-casket-cum-pivoting-cryonic-berth, has donned the ship with such happy self-extinguishment that he feels himself to be wearing it like a skin. He wakes and sleeps on the outward leg of his trip almost as he would in his modest home near Santiago. He spends a good deal of time plotting quasar-prediction formulas, sending radio messages Earthwards, and listening to music.


As a whimsical way of connecting to an earlier era of space exploration, Urraza has insisted that Misericordia carry duplicates of the recordings hurtled outward aboard the Voyager probes in 1977. Already, then, he has worked on his equations to the sounds of a mariachi band; an erupting volcano; Bach’s second “Brandenburg Concerto”; traffic noises; a greeting spoken in Amoy (“Friends of space, how are you all? Have you eaten yet? Come visit us if you have time”); frog-and-cricket cacophonies; Chuck Berry’s “Johnny B. Goode”; the sweet whisper and suck of a human kiss; and the soulful Cavatina of Beethoven’s late string quartet, Opus 130. He has also played grand opera, the eclecticulture mooings of his own day, and some of the eerie Inca Indian flute tunes taught him by the doctor who saved his life.


Video stimulation — although he could summon almost any image that a connoisseur of either beauty or ugliness could want — the physicist receives only rarely. Such images interfere with his mental picture-making. If ever he chooses to look up from the work at hand, he pivots his control casket to a position giving him an awesome view of the heavens. And feels, despite the tinny voices of his human siblings droning at him over the laser link, like the only human being alive in the cosmos.


“This star-flecked darkness is an unbounded fishbowl, and I’m an insignificant cricket dangling in it for bait.”


When listening to music, receiving and sending messages, and plotting equations ceases to amuse him, Urraza reads. For long, self-lost periods, his reading takes him deep into the devotional prose of Saint Augustine, Bernard of Clairvaux, Francis of Assisi, the unnamed English monk who wrote The Cloud of Unknowing, Julian of Norwich, Thomas à Kempis, Francis de Sales, Brother Lawrence, François Fénelon, and others. Speculative theology interests him far less than meditative works that feed the hungering faith that he already possesses. Hence, when he swivels his computer screen to call up reading matter, he nearly always prefers the committed ancient and medieval writers to the besieged, grasping-at-straws, and apologetic moderns.


Bait? He, Demetrio Urraza? To catch what?


God, perhaps. For the line in Julian of Norwich’s Revelations of Divine Love that Urraza finds himself inwardly rehearsing again and again is “I saw God in a point.” The implied physics of the woman’s claim, asserted not with braggadocio but with awe-stricken humility, enormously pleases Misericordia’s pilot. He is grateful to Father Bedoya for advising him to include Mother Julian’s little book in his vessel’s computer library.


“I saw God in a point.”


“The things that He will keep secret, mightily and wisely, He hideth them for love.”


“The beholding of Him — this is an high unperceivable prayer.”


And so on, insight after insight, until Urraza realizes that the fourteenth-century recluse who penned these thoughts was on a voyage of discovery as devout as his own aboard La Misericordia de la Noche. At the same time, however, he understands that this analogy between a medieval female visionary in her anchorage cell and a twenty-first century physicist flying solo to Fomalhaut would befuddle most of his contemporaries. They respect him for the work he has done, but regard the traditional belief system that has sustained him in this work with, at best, smug or uncomprehending tolerance. “Urraza’s quirk,” they like to call it.


In his life-support casket, the anchorite from Taital smiles in anticipation of the final Gnostic redemption of his malformed body in a universe-ending return to Pure Spirit.


And gleefully mouths, “I saw God in a point.”


IV


Eighteen months into his journey, El Sol a glimmering diamond to the rear, Urraza activates the equipment that will ease him into cryonic sleep and then maintain him in this state until his voyager has reached its destination a quarter-light-year above the swarming planetary disk of Alpha Piscis Austrini. Hibernation, he terms this condition, for the weather between suns is an uncompromising everlasting winter that only rarely clicks on the wheeling furnace of star formation. Now I lay me down to sleep.


And hears a voice say, “Thou shalt see thyself that all manner of things shall be well.”


His ship accelerates. Its drive is a laser-pulse engine. With this revolutionary motive force, it makes its jaunt to Fomalhaut in eighty-nine Earth-standard years. All but a fraction of this time Urraza spends iced in his casket, dreaming cold dreams and praying to the remotest quasars with the glacier edge of consciousness. His every bad dream is a wintermare, but all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well …


Misericordia calls Urraza from slumber. Groggily, he awakens, disoriented not only by his trip of 22.5 light-years but also by the icy trash piled up at the front of his brain. Recordings and video displays brief him to his whereabouts and purposes, and he rolls in his casket to look “down” with eye and computer-enhanced imaging equipment at the solar system spread out “beneath” him like an immense gauzy target in the void.


Complicating matters is the fact that Fomalhaut, a young white star, has a small partner of spectral type K a few billion miles beyond it. A dark abyss separates this star from the outer edge of the gauzy disk lumbering about The Fish’s Mouth. The size of this chasm leads the physicist to suppose — as he supposed even before embarking on his journey — that the emerging planetary system is not likely to be significantly perturbed by the yellow companion. Indeed, the nebulous target spirals around Fomalhaut encourage him to think that in another four hundred million years or so a planet near the star’s cooling bull’s-eye may acquire an atmosphere, water, lightning-freed carbon and nitrogen compounds, amino acids, enzyme hints, and — most gracious surprise of all surprises — the molecules responsible for life on Earth. To the creatures arising on this world (should they ever look up), the yellow companion will be nothing more than another good-sized light in the sky.


Mother of God, Urraza murmurs. And after many readings eases himself once more into cryonic sleep.


V


Spiraling down, he recollects reading Julian of Norwich almost a century ago, an illusory time span that seems but “yesterday.” Like the anchoress, Urraza never married. Some, looking upon the crippled body that he refused to “improve” with modern prosthetics, thought him physically unsuited to marriage — but the truth is that the siren song of the flesh has always tormented Urraza. At university, he abused himself, whored, and even played the Casanova with women who would have loved him in a higher way, had only he permitted them to.


Eventually, though, he heard a call more powerful than this carnal siren song and resolved to devote himself to the priesthood of theoretical physics, the fellowship of cosmologists. Ever since, he has redirected the energy of sexual desire into the pursuit of incorporeal satisfactions deriving from either his science or his faith. Like Julian, like the reformed Augustine, like his confessor Talita Bedoya, he has chosen celibacy as the best means of … well, of seeing God in a point.


Had I married, he thinks, going under again, I would not be out here now, for what wife would release her husband to the infidelity of a one-way trip to another star?


And yet he knows that he could never have “oned” his soul — to use Julian’s terminology — with the cosmos (as he feels that he is now doing) had he remained on Earth, his major accomplishments in physics behind him and nothing ahead but refinements best left to men and women younger and more intellectually elastic than he. A superannuated genius, he knows, is as sad as a faded beauty or an uninhabitable ruin.


But faith may buoy him yet. And when he wakes again, he finds that Misericordia’s displays are showing him a time-lapse sequence concentrating two thousand years of planet-forming activity into a week’s worth of kaleidoscopic images. Rocks collide with boulders, orbiting Gibraltars tailgate whirling Diamondheads and Sugarloafs, the Black Hills bash into the Rockies, the Urals and the Alps play demolition derby with a thousand wheeling Himalayas, and Fomalhaut itself foams and spits, storms and simmers.


Urraza video-records, catalogues, collates, cross-files, prays, and wonders in passing if his species has died out or maybe built a postindustrial Garden of Eden on Earth. Because radio broadcasts from Earth mysteriously ended during his long recent sleep, he has no way either of knowing or of discovering the fate of his species over the past two millennia, but he trusts that extinction, if it actually occurred, was not self-inflicted. It has been a shaky article of faith with him, ever since graduate school in Boston, that his own kind would come to its senses before any irreversible catastrophe befell it — “All manner of things shall be well” — but that belief was, has been, and remains harder to sustain than the conviction that “Everything was set in order ere anything was made.” Hence, not only the loneliness of being light-years from home preys on Urraza, but also the loneliness of fearing that, even if he and his ship were physically able to retrace their journey, no real home would exist to go back to.


Now I lay me …


The chill descends. Urraza winters again in his life-support casket, a corpse laid out for viewing by invisible mourners. His dreams spiral like the coalescing promontories and jagged clifflets of Fomalhaut’s proto-planetary disk. Meanwhile, his dreams are indistinguishable from the actions of the Fomalhaut system or the undergirding strength of his faith. They assure him that he will live again.


VI


Another two thousand years go by. Because only the dreaming Urraza is there to count them, they pass in a midge’s span. Not long after the pilot has resurrected again, he becomes aware of a stunning interstellar phenomenon five or so light-years beyond the Fomalhaut system. Streams of distorted light flicker palely on one of the voyager’s displays, a sprinkle of lambency pattering against his vision. Excited, Urraza understands that he has “sighted” a black hole utterly invisible to astronomers on Earth.


He pivots to figure out how long it will take the laser-pulse engine to carry Misericordia from its anchorage above the Fomalhaut system to the singularity. Twenty years, tops. Well, he can do that — making a jest of the matter — in his sleep. Indeed, for a chance to explore such an anomalous heavenly wonder, he would sleep until Doomsday. Fomalhaut and the planets taking shape from its accretion disk be damned; he now intends to visit the black hole — a tiny anomaly with only five or six solar masses — lurking like a hidden trapdoor into nowhere.


All his life has pointed toward this exploration, this visit, and so Urraza programs into the voyager the coordinates that will take him there. Then he drifts off into yet another wintermare, to dream away the years whose passage must finally strand him at the hungry mouth of the singularity. He also programs Misericordia to wake him before disaster overwhelms the voyager.


Twenty years later, it does. However, as Urraza’s ship rushes toward the maw of this dark sink, every navigational aid in the coal-black skies is bent, blurred, and refracted out of true by the vacuuming forces at the event horizon of the hole.


How could this have occurred? Urraza wonders. He has awakened too close to the singularity, and now he appears doomed to hurtle down to oblivion. He can do nothing to reverse, slow, or abort his fall; and as he approaches the ebony O-gape of the hole, he watches a vast spinning tiara of stars pirouette across the scalp of its event horizon. He sees a mirage of twisted starlight rather than the stars themselves, for the lens of this rotating gravity tunnel has warped and refocused their images into a daunting crown.


Still, some stellar material is actually accompanying him on his fall into the hole. He fully expects Misericordia to shudder, shimmy, and, yes, soundlessly collide with spinning chunks of this forced downward migration. Here, several million years too soon, in the prime of his extraterrestrial life, Demetrio Urraza is going to die. Or, perhaps, transcend himself.


VII


The gape of the singularity — the mouth of a fish bigger than the primal carp theorized by ancient cosmologists — lifts higher and higher. The maw looms. Swiveling his screens into place, Urraza begins to do math. This is the ecstasy toward which he has directed his life and work; the formulae marching in jaunty ranks across the display terminals, summarizing, predicting, describing, seem to him not only the abstract hieroglyphics of his science but also the priestly polynomials of his faith in the First Mover behind Creation.


In a period of bodily sickness, Julian of Norwich saw sixteen visions of the suffering Christ, but Urraza sees the Holy Spirit — from Whom all else has issued — in Misericordia’s endless descent into the pit. Down the gravity well, downward to revelation. In fact, the physicist realizes that this specific black hole is not only every other black hole that has ever, or will ever, exist but also the original singularity out of which everything that was made was first made. Neither time nor space has meaning herewhen, but Urraza nevertheless understands that, like a hologram, the interior of this gravity sink reproduces and contains the interior of every other …


And so he plummets toward the Point that exploded, the Mind that made it explode, and the meaning that everlastingly abides in the fateful coincidence of the two.


The metal skin of La Misericordia de la Noche has long since integrated fully with his own. Urraza, thus perfectly clothed, tumbles into the naked singularity that has seized him. He falls forever through an anomalous medium no longer possessing dimension or duration.


He is being swallowed, but, in an eviternal flash of insight, he knows that he has always been “being swallowed.” What is happening to him “now” was mandated, arranged, and predestined, with his own enthusiastic complicity, from the “beginning.” The light whirling down this gravity maelstrom with him illuminates him inwardly, and by it he “sees” that he has no body to stymie or bedevil him further, and that “now” it is solely his own discrete mind that hurtles beginningwards.


The heretical Christian gnostics believed that each human being has a divine spark, imprisoned in flesh, whose principle yearning is to reunite with the Godhead from which earthly incarnation has estranged it. Urraza wonders — he has “always” wondered — if his disembodied consciousness is going home in a way that Misericordia, even with plenty of fuel and time illimitable, could never have managed. He is Adam, All-Man, and he is Jesus Christ, the Godhead, suffering blissfully, and sempiternally, this new passion of being forever torn apart and sucked downward to union.


“If I might suffer more, I would suffer more,” Urraza calmly quotes the words of the Savior as He vouchsafed them to Julian in one of her bloody visions. And his widening mind — his changing consciousness — quotes this squib not from any leftover biological bent for masochism but rather from all the kinds of love anciently signaled by agape, caritas, and, given the ecstasy of his passion, even eros.


Light falls in upon Urraza. Although this weird herewhen lacks either dimension or duration, the man gets smaller and smaller even as his mind grows larger and more powerful. As his body collapses into a fiery point, his consciousness inflates, acquires spin, and, at one with the Immemorially Cyclical Intention of the Holy Spirit, begins to radiate …


Beyond the event horizon of the black hole that has gobbled Urraza, the universe — by other measures of process than those at work inside this fantastic all-encompassing hole — has long since fallen back on itself. However, some of this fresh radiant energy, a collaboration between God and the representative transhuman mind of Demetrio Urraza, at last escapes the gravity sink compacting all time and matter into the ur-proton of re-Creation.


And Urraza, subsumed by the Increate, hears their huge bodiless voice command, “Let there be light. Again.”


— for the students at Clarion ’85










Voices



A young man called Hu Shaoqi was possessed of two rare talents. The first he practiced openly, and it delighted nearly everyone who knew him. The second he regarded as a curse and kept altogether hidden from the world. In Hu Shaoqi’s opinion, these two talents canceled each other and distinguished him in painful ways from the people whom he loved. That not even his mother and father noticed the signs of his secret unhappiness worked like an evil burrowing worm to undermine his native good cheer.


Hu Shaoqi’s first talent was an ability to “throw” his voice. He could make the spotted ponies in the paddock behind the house of the village’s chief lord appear to recite poetry. He could project eloquent speeches into the mortar-stopped mouths of stone dogs and lions. He could convince a modest young woman from a fine family that she had just blurted out a curse more appropriate to the lips of a barbarian soldier. He could even make the giant eagles of Xiangcheng and the dwarf dragons of the mountain caves sing like lovely girls.


This talent Hu Shaoqi viewed as a welcome gift. It amused his family, astonished has acquaintances, and so pleased the chief lord (who shamefully exulted in his ponies’ recitations of long passages of epic verse) that he often called on Hu Shaoqi to entertain his guests at formal dinners, afterwards rewarding the young man with exotic foods or semiprecious stones. Using this talent, Hu Shaoqi could imagine himself making his way in life without having to marry wealth, or to become a monk, or to devote himself to the respectable drudgery of scholarship. Although not an especially materialistic young man, this idea appealed to him, and already, he felt, he had made a good start on securing his fortune.


Hu Shaoqi’s second, and purposely unrevealed, talent was an ability to hear voices that no one else could hear. It did not escape him that this bittersweet talent turned his happier bent for ventriloquism inside-out. Both centered on illusions created by the human voice. (If, of course, the voices that sometimes swept into his mind did not actually belong to dead people or demons.) In the first instance, he, Hu Shaoqi, was the perpetrator of the hoaxing voices, but in the second — frighteningly — he never had a credible notion who or what was trying to empty its fearsome nonsense into his head.


To Hu Shaoqi’s shame and confusion, the voices had begun in his thirteenth year, not long after his first nocturnal spurting of man seed. For the next three years, this troubling auditory phenomenon had continued. Although it came to him most frequently at night, occasionally it took place in the midst of conversation with parents or friends. Usually, the voice or voices merely prated at him, telling him that he was not who he thought he was, that no one he knew was in truth the person he believed, and that one day he would be called upon to repay either the gods or his ancestors for his ability to throw his voice. Finally, altogether upsettingly, the phenomenon overtook him during one of his performances in the court of the village lord.


In front of forty people, the sixteen-year-old Hu Shaoqi was making the overweight lady of the lord cackle like a chicken, hiss like a serpent, and bray like an ass. Everyone in attendance was laughing, including the delighted lady herself. Then, completely without warning, a voice insinuated itself into his ears — nay, into some astonished portion of his mind — telling him terrible secrets, cajoling him, commanding him.


“Hu Shaoqi,” said the voice, sounding at one moment like a great growling bear, at the next like a trio of old women speaking in unison, and at the next like nothing human at all, “you must forsake this village and these silly people and journey at once to the Mountain of Everlasting Winter.”


“Silly people?” the boy echoed the voice or voices.


Everyone at court gaped at him. The noblewoman who had been doing such expert animal imitations fell silent. A look of surprised disappointment captured her face, for Hu Shaoqi had just reclaimed his audience’s attention and she had foolishly begun to believe that it was hers by right.


“Silly, indeed,” the voice or voices reiterated. “You are not who you think you are, doltish boy. Nor are any of these village louts who they so smugly believe themselves to be. So I tell you again that you must leave Xiangcheng and set off this very evening for the Mountain of Everlasting Winter.”


Heedless of his onlookers, Hu Shaoqi turned in a circle. “But why? You have to tell me why!”


“Why, to discover the underlying meaning of this great and mysterious world. To discover also the real identity of the idiots whom you have been trying to entertain. Therefore, boy, betake yourself to the Mountain of Everlasting Winter.”


“But I don’t want to go to the Mountain of Everlasting Winter!” Hu Shaoqi cried.


“Of course you don’t,” said the village lord, approaching the ventriloquist, for he had correctly surmised that the young man was at the mercy of some sort of kuei, or demon, and wished with all his heart to comfort him. “No one wants to go there.”


But, in his distress and confusion, Hu Shaoqi shouted, “Leave me alone, you fool!” Frantically, he shoved the well-meaning lord aside and fled from the court into the streets of the village and from the village streets into the solitude of the evening woods. Alone, he slumped to the ground and put his hands over his ears, horrified by all that had so far happened and terrified that even worse might yet befall him.


“Get up,” the kuei commanded Hu Shaoqi. “Get up this instant and begin your journey to the Mountain.”


“I won’t!”


“Would you prefer that I repossess your only distinguishing talent as a human being?”


“Take it!” the boy challenged his tormentor. Then he lay on his side clasping his head and hoping that the demon would accept his ventriloquist’s skills as a ransom and from henceforth leave him in peace.


Instead, as if the intelligence behind the voices had been weighing options, the voices said, “Hu Shaoqi, if you do not set out on your journey before sunup, I promise you that tomorrow you will contract a fever and die. You will forevermore cease to be Hu Shaoqi, and not even your mother and your father will be able to recall your name.”


Threatened in this absolute way, Hu Shaoqi eventually pulled himself to his feet, returned to his own house, and secretly gathered together some few small items that he thought might prove useful on his trek, including a copper bowl, a second set of sandals, and single bag of rice. (He had no wish either to wake his parents or to deprive them of what was theirs.) The Mountain of Everlasting Winter lay several days’ journey to the west, over roads that only madmen or monks ever thought to travel alone, for it bore its unusual name — and effectively discouraged visitors to its vicinity — because snow, glacial ice, and clouds like great frozen stones attended the peak year round. Everyone believed that a peculiarly antisocial deity resided there, for almost every “summer” the rock-hard carcasses of one or two adventurers who had thought to climb the mountain would be recovered from a moraine pushing out of a crevice at its base. Indeed, Hu Shaoqi felt a dread certainty that he would meet his own death on the mountain, assuming, of course, that he managed to escape being killed by one of the bandit packs notorious for patrolling the roads that wound into that bleak and forbidding territory.


And so, in the very dead of night, fear evicted the young ventriloquist from the cradle of his family and the nursery of his native village. Fear — and resentment of the threats that had occasioned that fear — accompanied him through the early stages of his journey. Animals, sensing his fear, avoided him, and he insured their continuing skittishness by tossing taro roots or wild eggplants at those brave enough to stop and look at him. Had he not been under the tyrannical compulsion of the voices (which, since leaving home, he had not heard again), he would have put silly words on the velvet tongue of a deer or filtered one of the teachings of the Scripture in Forty-two Chapters through the beak of an unsuspecting owl.


As it was, however, he longed for companionship but had no stomach for the mindless pity of ungulates and birds. Although a solitary exile with no one but himself to talk to, Hu Shaoqi could easily summon from himself half a hundred different voices. Unfortunately, he knew all these spurious voices too well to take any comfort from their rote exhortations to have courage, practice his survival skills, and meditate on the compensatory beauties of the wilderness. They were little more than children’s voices, which echoed in his head like old pottery breaking or dry leaves tiptoeing over cobbles.


As he traveled, the terrain grew more rugged, temperatures dropped, the people whom he encountered wore unfamiliar garments and spoke strange dialects. Their houses looked less like houses than colossal but misplaced beaver lodges. The beasts of burden carrying these folks’ firewood and market products resembled animals out of fable. The air smelled of greasy smoke and old snow. The mountains separating the barren villages were like huge, fancifully eroded ant hills. The sky sagging against the peaks contained clouds as splintered and opaque as hammered ice. The channeled and rechanneled wind roared continuously, as if creation itself were in the throes of violent self-disintegration.


Late one afternoon, on a narrow track above a giddy-making abyss, three bandits jumped in front of Hu Shaoqi and threatened him with their staves. From natural towers of rock, another five or six men leapt into the path behind him. Hu Shaoqi had never seen such ugly, brutelike specimens of humanity. They demanded money. He had none. They wanted anything he had. He had nothing but the robe on his back, his copper bowl, one extra sandal (he had already lost its mate), and a walking stick that he had found earlier that same morning. The rice that he had taken from his parents’ tiny house was long since gone; he had eaten every bit of it on his very first day away from Xiangcheng.


Not a little frustrated by these discoveries, the bandits resolved to deprive Hu Shaoqi of his life. Their leader, a man with a face so badly scarred that it looked like a platter of broken porcelain ineptly pieced back together, seized the unoffending wayfarer by his robe and told him in grisly detail of all the many methods available to them to free his sniveling spirit, little by little, from his body.


“But why would you wish to do such things to me?” Hu Shaoqi asked. “I’ve done you no harm.”


“You do us harm by intruding,” the leader of the bandits retorted. “You do us harm by lacking anything of substance to filch from your nauseating person.”


“Then waste no further time on me, sir.”


“Only enough to lay you out dead. After which we’ll strip you of your lice-ridden garment and leave your body on the path as a warning to any other would-be trespassers. Besides, even the giant raptors who nest aloft must eat, eh, boy?”


“But why not simply let me go?” Hu Shaoqi pleaded. “I’ll warn others to stay away.”


“Death’s the fate of all those stupid enough to intrude upon our strongholds,” the bandit said. “And if you should prove too effective in your warnings to others, numbskull, who would we have left to rob? Is it your desire to ruin us completely?”


Realizing at last that there was no arguing with the bandit leader or any of his henchmen, Hu Shaoqi threw his voice. He threw it in several different directions in such rapid succession that the bandits believed themselves surrounded by a far-traveling unit of the Emperor’s most able and ferocious troops.


A pillar of granite called out orders.


A roadside shrine whinnied like a hundred horses.


A flock of sparrows divested itself of a dozen dozen murderous battlecries.


A stand of wind-whipped trees clacked its barren branches like so many swords striking steel against steel in cold preparation for attack.


Although the bandits could see no one approaching, this great unexpected clamor so terrified them that most of them fled, without having plucked a single hair from Hu Shaoqi’s head. The bandit with the crazed-porcelain face released his captive and turned in a circle looking for the invisible enemy. It seemed for a moment that his ugly shattered face might shatter again, falling to discouraged pieces there on the narrow mountain track. Indeed, when the clamor of unseen opponents persisted (for Hu Shaoqi was putting ungodly strain on his vocal cords and facial muscles to insure that his “allies” grew louder and ever more numerous), the bandit chief lost all heart and went running after the men who had already broken for safety, shouting, “Cowards, come back!” at the top of his heaving lungs. But even when he had caught up with the slowest of this craven lot, the frightened head brigand continued pursuing the others until they had all disappeared.


Exhausted, Hu Shaoqi collapsed to his knees. No longer did whinnying horses or battlecrying birds disturb the loud silences of the windy upland terrain, and the wayfarer, weeping into his hands, principally wept to acknowledge the fact that he was still alive. A moment ago the issue had been in doubt, and yet he had summoned the resources — the god-given skills — to save himself.


And then, for the first time since he had left Xiangcheng, the kuei that had sent him on this perilous quest insinuated its voices into Hu Shaoqi’s head, laughing in delight, snorting and snuffling like an entire pen of hungry pigs.


“Very good, my little mannikin,” the demon said between these snorts and snuffles. “You almost surprise me. Not quite, let me stipulate, but almost.”


Hu Shaoqi struggled to his feet and shook his fist defiantly at the leaden sky. “Why are you doing this to me?” he shouted.


But the voices in his head replied only, “To the Mountain, boy. To the Mountain.”


Although he begged and expostulated and threatened the kuei, it would not say more. The hideous sounds of its hilarity died inside him, fading away until all that he could hear were the groanings of the rocks, the continuous high lament of the wind, and the pounding of his homesick heart.


Later that evening, to reduce the chances of another bandit attack, Hu Shaoqi left the path and entered a stand of gnarled evergreens. Soon, though, he found himself lost (a paradox not dissimilar to the inherent contradiction of his unasked-for talents) on a carpet of scratchy needles on a higher slope of the mountain. His robe was damp with sweat, the soles of his sandals had begun to shred, and the copper bowl he held in the hammock of cloth between his knees glinted like a miniature moon in the malevolent glow of the wintry sunset. The bowl was empty. Behind the young man’s navel, hunger had balled up like a slimy clump of cat’s hair. Aggrieved by this uncomfortable knot, he clutched his abdomen and for the second time that day began to cry.


“Stop your shameful display of tears!” he heard a scrawny hare sitting on a nearby rock rebuke him. “Are you truly afraid that you will never eat again, O timid and irresolute boy?”


Stunned, Hu Shaoqi stood up. Had the hare actually spoken, or had he thrown his own self-accusing voice into the whiskery mouth of the creature? Or, for novelty’s sake, had the ventriloquist demon commandeered the little animal’s body in order to chasten him? It was humiliating to hear oneself upbraided and disparaged by a mangy forest animal no larger than an overgrown toad. For which grudging reason Hu Shaoqi had to admire the nasty genius of the kuei’s technique. Nevertheless, he found a stone on the ground and flung it vigorously at the hare, which leapt from its rock and disappeared into the underbrush.


“Why, then, boy, I’ll just use your mouth,” he heard his own hijacked voice say. “Do you like that better?”


This development likewise startled the wayfarer. “Who speaks?” he croaked, finding it hard to reclaim his voice. “Who has stolen my tongue?”


Hu Shaoqi’s lips and tongue did the bidding of the intelligence that had already scolded him: “Maybe it was the cat who put that hair ball of hunger in your belly, boy.”


His own voice, another’s words.


As if retreat would save him, the young man backed up until his shoulders were against the trunk of a gnarled tree. No use, he realized, no use at all. The puppet of the master ventriloquist says what it is bid to say, when it is bid to say it.


Malicious laughter burst from Hu Shaoqi’s lips, terrifying him even further. The worst part of his fear was the knowledge that he could not escape the demon causing it, for that cunning immaterial creature had taken alternating control of his voicebox and the muscles of his lips and tongue. Flight would avail him nothing, for the demon would accompany him, all the while mocking his attempts to escape in the sardonic inflections of his own voice. Hu Shaoqi wanted to scream, but the kuei distilling its caustic laughter in his throat would not let him.


At last the laughter stopped, and the demon used him to say, “Not a thought for your mother, lad? Not a thought for the worry and confusion of your parents?”


Hu Shaoqi wrapped his arms backwards around the tree trunk and tried to recover his wits.


“Speak, delicate lad! I give you back your voice!”


“About my mother, Peng Chao, I am indeed concerned,” he said, his own words running so abruptly into the demon’s that for a moment the lack of a break between them made him doubt that he had truly suffered possession.


“Doubt it not,” the demon countered, again stealing his voice, and during this odd dialogue Hu Shaoqi’s head snapped from side to side like that of an actor essaying two parts in a traveling drama. “I am with you always.”


“Then you should understand that I deserted my household only because voices told me I must. It was not disrespect for my mother or unhappiness with my father’s authority that drove me from Xiangcheng. And if you are one of those nagging voices, demon, then you must bear at least some of the burden of her sorrow and disappointment.”


“I do, lad. I do. That’s why I ask about her. That’s why I chide you for seeming to forget her.”


“Would you have me return to Xiangcheng to comfort my family?”


“The journey you have begun takes pride of place over all other responsibilities. But not even a hero should forget his mother.”


Hu Shaoqi pushed himself away from the tree and pounded hard on his chest, as if to pummel into submission the spirit that was so duplicitously dealing with him. “Then … what … would … you … have … me … DO … monster?” he shouted, and the echo of each word reverberated like a blast on a war horn of ivory or bone.


Then the young man’s head was wrenched about, and when sounds next escaped him, they were oily with the imprint of the demon’s personality: “Look into your begging bowl, boy.”


“It’s empty!” But Hu Shaoqi looked, to confirm the fact, and so confirmed it all too easily.


“Burnish the metal with the sleeve of your robe.”


His indignation giving way to cautious curiosity, the young man obeyed the demon, rubbing the dew-rimmed bowl inside and out with his sleeve. The sun was completely gone now, a skull-like moon had risen in the east, dapples of metallic light fell through the canopy of evergreen needles, and in the bottom of his begging bowl Hu Shaoqi saw reflected a spiderweb of evening stars.


“Blow on them,” the kuei said.


Peng Chao’s son once again obeyed the demon, and, immediately, the concave copper of the bowl showed him his family’s house in Xiangcheng and his still youthful-looking mother lying on her side on a pallet in an attitude of grieving weariness. A pug-nosed yellow dog that Hu Shaoqi had named Lung, or dragon, sat at the head of the woman’s pallet nuzzling her brow. These images were not static, but, their reduced scale aside, precisely reminiscent of a living human and a living canine figure. Hu Shaoqi could scarcely believe their fidelity to life. His eyes misted, and he glanced up diagonally at the chilly, noncommittal moon.


“See the state she’s in. See how you’ve left her.”


“Why do you torment me with the presentation of a scene that I am helpless to alter?” the young man asked, too frustrated by his helplessness to rant.


“You’re not helpless, lad. You’re a ventriloquist.”


“I’m your puppet, rather. And what good is ventriloquism when I am not there in my father’s house to amuse the honorable Peng Chao with my talent?”


“Don’t amuse her, stupid one! Comfort her!”


“How?” The bowl in his hands, Hu Shaoqi was reeling from tree to tree staining the ancient copper with the salt of his tears, but quickly wiping each discoloration away to behold again the poignant picture of his mother’s grief.


“Throw your voice, young idiot! Throw your voice!”


The unhappy traveler halted. Still staring into the bowl, he considered the queer advice that had just passed his own lips. Throw his voice? He was better than a week’s walk from Xiangcheng. What was the farthest he had ever cast his voice? He had not done badly with the bandits, of course, but that effort had required him to achieve variety and amplitude, not a ridiculously prohibitive distance. Once, however, he had made Madame Duan believe that a stork on a mist-touched hill had called out to her to be its mate, praising her legs as equal in scrawniness to those of any desirable female of its own species. How far had that been? Quite far, really, but he, Hu Shaoqi, had still reposed within sight of both the preening bird and the befuddled Madame Duan. He had never tried to project his voice into the mouth of a Mongol horseman half a continent away.


“You’re not that far from your village, boy. Enter your ugly little dog as I have entered you. To pierce your muddleheadedness, must I explain at even greater length?”


This riposte left an acid taste on Hu Shaoqi’s tongue. But, he reflected, it was just. If living pictures could appear in the bottoms of copper bowls, then surely he could exercise his talent for ventriloquism at a distance of as much as even twelve days’ walk. He concentrated his gaze on Lung, the dog, and tried with all his will to send his thoughts into the creature’s head and his voice into its tiny throat.




Peng Chao, Hu Shaoqi’s mother, ignored the little dog’s efforts to share her unhappiness. Lung was not her dog, but her son’s, and although she was pleased in an absentminded way that her fatigue and melancholy should fret the animal, her fear that bandits had killed her only child, or that he had provoked some stranger’s wrath with a misapplication of his eccentric talent, kept her from returning Lung’s tender, but sticky, ministrations.


“Mother!” Lung said.


Without looking up, Peng Chao replied, “So great is my unhappiness that I’ve even begun to hear his sweet voice in this poor animal’s mouth.”


“Mother,” Hu Shaoqi said through Lung, “it’s truly I. I’m here beside you.”


At these words, Peng Chao sat up on her pallet and stared at the small yellow dog, whose eyes seemed more intelligent than usual and whose head had cocked to one side in a pose of solicitous expectation. Well, those appearances were surely only whimsical accidents. Madame Peng looked away from the dog at various corners of the room, her eyebrows arrowing in over her nose and her mouth assuming a critical involuntary purse.


“No more of your tricks, Hu Shaoqi!” she said. “That you can continue doing such mischief after the cruelty of an unexplained departure will strike everyone who knows us as a failure of upbringing. You shame your father and me. You toy with our goodwill.”


“Most Honorable Mother, I’m not playing a voice-throwing trick on you,” Lung said, wagging his tail.


“Why, of course not. You simply wish for me to believe that your dog has miraculously learned to speak, and that it does so employing your voice, and that it calls me Most Honorable Mother only as a doggy courtesy.”


“No, Mother, no. I am throwing my voice, of course, but not from anywhere in Xiangcheng.”


“Come out this instant, you naughty young man,” said Peng Chao, still searching the room for a sign of her son. “I will not much longer tolerate the indignity of conversing with your dog.”


Hu Shaoqi explained that he was on a mountain quite remote from the village. “I chose Lung as a vehicle for my words, Most Honorable Mother, not to insult you, but to ease your dear mind about both my whereabouts and the present state of my health.” Lung, meanwhile, selected this moment to flop down on his side against Madame Peng’s bedding. He exposed his soft belly and began tenderly cleaning his privates with his tongue.


Hu Yong, Hu Shaoqi’s father, entered the house, and a long conversation that the dog was unable to interrupt ensued. Peng Chao told Hu Yong that an evil spirit had taken up residence in the animal and was trying to upset her own delicate mental balance by mimicking Hu Shaoqi’s beloved voice. The kuei inhabiting the dog insisted that their son was throwing his voice in Lung’s mouth from a great distance, but this was clearly a lie. Moreover, the whole unpleasant episode was undoubtedly one of the consequences of Hu Yong’s impiety last spring, when he had drunk too much at a memorial ceremony for Peng Chao’s departed grandfather, once a holy man of great reputation in Kweichow.


“It’s truly I,” Lung protested on Hu Shaoqi’s behalf, looking up from his well-licked crotch. “Please don’t argue, honorable parents. I simply wanted you to know that I am well and doing as the relentless voices inside my temples have commanded me.”


“Then you aren’t well at all,” Hu Yong told the dog, angry with his wife for reminding him of his folly this past spring. “You’re possessed, just as your mother —”


“I’m not Lung’s mother,” Peng Chao declared.


“— just as Madame Peng has said,” Hu Yong corrected himself. “Now all that’s left for me is to take you outside and beat you soundly for augmenting our sorrow. In this way, I’ll drive the demon from your too compliant dogflesh and put an end to at least a portion of our unwarranted torment.”


Lung, detecting the note of menace in Hu Yong’s words, rolled to his haunches, lifted his hind quarters, and started backing from the room. “Father,” Hu Shaoqi said through the nervous creature’s flat, ebony muzzle, “you mustn’t do this. Lung’s not to blame, Lung’s only my innocent mouthpiece.”


“If only you had declined that final bowl,” Peng Chao chided her husband. “If only you had burned incense.”


Although a paunchy man in an ample robe, Hu Yong made a successful leap at Lung, grabbing the dog by the scruff and swinging him up into his arms. He then proceeded straight through the house, out its rear door into the chicken yard, and directly to a rock shrine against which Madame Peng’s maid had earlier propped a broom. Bent over like a man planting rice, Hu Yong gripped this broom halfway up its handle and began whisking away at the squirming animal’s backside.


“Father!” Hu Shaoqi cried. “Most Honorable Father, you’re making a grievously unfortunate mistake!”


“I have Madame Peng to tell me that,” Hu Yong managed through clenched teeth, still ineptly flailing at the dog’s elusive rump. “I do not require you to second her opinion, Demon-in-the-Dog.”


Peng Chao appeared on the threshold of the chicken yard. “That’s not the way to beat a dog,” she said. “You must grip the broom at the end, you must stand up to your full height, you must …”
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