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			Even the grandest, most epic events have ordinary beginnings. The year was 2032, the season when everything rejuvenates. On that day, I settled a ten-million-yuan order with my clients. In the evening I entertained my clients at Joy House. Back home it was already eleven. My son had gone to sleep early. My wife Tian Ya was leaning against the headboard, waiting for me. Alcohol still burned in my veins, chasing my sleepiness away. Wifey made me a cup of green tea, leaned against my side, and chatted with me. I said, “Tian Ya, my life has really been smooth. At thirty-four, I have twenty billion yuan in assets, a successful business, a beautiful wife, and a lovely son. With a life like this, what more can I ask for?” Wifey knew I was drunk. She smiled with tight lips and made no reply. 

			Then the phone rang. I picked up the receiver. On the screen a man appeared, strongly built, a headful of silver hair neatly combed, eyes calm and somewhat sharp. 

			He asked with a smile, “Is that Mr. Chen Yizhe? I’m Mr. He Jun.”

			“I’m Chen Yizhe, may I ask.…”

			Mr. He held up a hand to stop my question and said, smiling, “Although I know it can’t be wrong, I still have to check.” He read out my ID number, my parents’ names, my company name. “The information isn’t wrong, is it?”

			“No.” 

			“Now, I am officially informing you that my client, Ms. Sha Wu, designated you as her legatee. Ms. Sha Wu passed away five years ago.” 

			Wifey and I exchanged a surprised look. “Ms. Sha Wu? I don’t know— Oh, right!” I suddenly remembered that during my childhood among Father’s guests there had been such a woman who was actually a distant aunt of mine. At that time she had been around forty, short, single, childless, and acted aloof and quiet. In my childhood memories, she wasn’t very friendly with me, always sat in a corner quietly observing. Later I left my hometown and had not heard from her again. Why all of a sudden had she designated me as her legatee? “I remember Aunt Sha Wu. I feel very sorry about her death. I know she had no children, but didn’t she have any other close relatives?” 

			“She did, but she designated you as her sole legatee. Want to know why?”

			“Please go ahead.” 

			“Better tomorrow. Please let me visit you tomorrow. Nine in the morning, okay? Okay, bye.” 

			The screen darkened. I looked at my wife, dazed. This news had come too suddenly. She smiled tightly. “Mr. Yizhe, your life really is smooth. See, another estate comes out of nowhere. Perhaps as much as two hundred million.”

			I shook my head. “Not possible. I know Aunt Sha Wu was a scientist with a handsome income, but still belonged to the working class, wouldn’t have a huge estate. But I’m very moved, how come she quietly chose me? Tell me, does your husband have many good qualities?” 

			“Of course, why else would I choose you out of five billion people?” 

			I laughed, held her tight, and carried her to bed. 

			* * *

			The next day, Mr. He came to my office punctually. I asked my secretary to close the door, told my subordinates not to interrupt. Mr. He placed a black leather bag on his knees. I thought he might zip open the leather bag right away, take out a will and read it.

			But he didn’t do that, instead saying with a sigh, “Mr. Chen, I’m afraid this is the toughest legal case in my life. Why? You will understand later. Now, let’s talk about why my client designated you as her legatee.” 

			He said, “Remember an incident when you were two years old? At that time you’d just learned to say some one-syllable words. One day, your parents took you out to play. Ms. Sha was present. You encountered a restaurant where a bull was being slaughtered. Blood streamed everywhere on the ground, tears hung in the bull’s eyes. You didn’t linger there, the adults hadn’t expected you to keep this incident in your heart. Back at home, you had been unhappy, said repeatedly: knife, kill, knife, kill. Your mother suddenly understood what you meant and said, ‘You mean those people used a knife to kill the bull. The bull was sad, right?’ You suddenly burst out crying, cried ear-splittingly, couldn’t be stopped. Since then, Ms. Sha had been paying attention to you, said you were born with a benevolent heart.” 

			I tried to recall this then finally shook my head in shame. This incident left no trace of memory in my mind. Mr. He went on: “Another incident happened after you turned seven. Ms. Sha said that at that time you were precocious for a seven-year-old, often frowning in a trance, or asking adults strange questions. One day you asked Aunt Sha why, when you closed your eyes, your eyelids weren’t empty, weren’t completely dark. Instead there were countless tiny particles, fissures, or something floating, but you couldn’t see them clearly. You often closed your eyes trying to see them clearly but could never do it, because when you focused your eyeballs on them, they would slowly slip out of view. You asked Aunt Sha, ‘What are those disorderly things? Behind the world we can see, is there a world we can’t see?’” 

			I nodded, my heart burned and ached slightly. In my childhood I had painstakingly pursued this meaningless question, without ever getting an answer. Even now, with eyes closed, I could still see the disorderly dots on my eyelids. They did exist but always out of view. Perhaps they were just the reflection of the microstructures of the pupils on the retina? Or the projection of another world (the microscopic world)? Now, I no longer have an idle mind to pursue such questions – what point could there be? But in my childhood, I really had explored it painstakingly. 

			I never thought someone else would remember such a trivial thing. I was even a bit shocked and frightened: throughout one’s life, how many pairs of eyes had quietly observed one?

			Mr. He gazed into the depth of my eyes, and said smiling, “Seems like you remember. Ms. Sha said that since then she knew you were born with the potential for wisdom, an affinity for science.” 

			I guessed Aunt Sha’s legacy was probably related to scientific research, perhaps she had some unfinished project waiting for me to resolve. I felt very moved but wore a bitter smile. In my youth I did have a strong desire for exploration. Whether a magnet attracting iron-rich sand or a sunflower turning toward the sun, I was captivated. I had once dreamed of being a scientist to penetrate the mysteries of the universe, but in the end walked the path of business. One’s fate wasn’t completely decided by oneself. 

			“I appreciate Aunt Sha’s high regard for me, but I’m just a businessman, doing pretty well in the business world. I never received a higher education. Even if I did have potential for wisdom, it has long since withered.” 

			“No problem, she trusted you very much. She said as soon as you turn back, you’ll become a Buddha on the spot.” He said emphatically, “‘Turn around, become a Buddha on the spot,’ they were Ms. Sha’s exact words.” 

			I was both moved and somewhat amused. It seemed this Aunt Sha had faith in me! She didn’t just say, “The sea of bitterness has no bounds, turn around and the shore is at hand.” But if inheriting the estate meant giving up my successful business career, Aunt Sha would be disappointed. But I still waited politely for my guest to go on.

			The sophisticated Mr. He apparently read my mind, said laughing, “I’ve said this is the toughest legal case for me. Whether or not to accept this estate, please do consider it seriously before you decide. You can absolutely refuse,” he said. “Sorry, right now I can’t announce the contents of the will. According to my client’s request, please first read this research notebook. If you’re not interested in it, we needn’t go into more depth. Please do make time to read it thoroughly, this is the testator’s request.” 

			He took out a thin notebook from his black handbag, gave it to me seriously, then left smiling. 

			This cunning old lawyer succeeded in arousing my curiosity. I hastily arranged the day’s work and took the notebook back home. No one was home. I walked into the study, closed the door, took out the notebook, and examined it carefully. The cover of the notebook was black, worn, apparently an old item from decades ago. It lay quietly on my hand, like an old man used to keeping secrets. What secrets were hidden in the notebook? 

			I opened it solemnly. No, there were no secrets, just ordinary research notes, reflections, journal entries, and some experimental records. The wording and phrasing were very terse. It was quite difficult to understand, but I nonetheless read on carefully. Then I saw a short article, an article of less than a thousand words. It changed my entire life. 

			* * *

			The Template of Life

			In the second half of the twentieth century, the scientists Feynman and Drexler pioneered nanotechnology. They said that since antiquity, people had been making things with a ‘top-down’ approach, that is, using the techniques of cutting, dividing and combining to make things. So why can’t we go ‘bottom up’? We may imagine making nanorobots that can self-replicate in large numbers then decompose the atoms of dust and stack the atoms into soaps and paper napkins. At this point, the boundaries between life and non-life, between making and growing, blur and intermingle.

			This certainly is a wonderful vision. Unfortunately, it has a major defect: when nanorobots replicate in large numbers, when they stack atoms into soaps and paper napkins, where do the instructions they need come from? Undoubtedly, the instructions are still top-down, and thus an information bottleneck from the macro-world to the nano-world is formed. This bottleneck is not unresolvable, but it would make nanorobots incredibly complicated, make the bottom-up stack too complex to proceed. 

			Is there a simple, truly bottom-up approach? There is. Nature has a ready example – life. Even the simplest life, like HIV, E. coli, roundworm, mosquitos, have structures that are extremely complex, far exceeding machines like cars and TVs. These complex bodies can follow DNA’s hidden instructions to build from the bottom up. This process is extremely effective and cheap. Imagine if in the mechanical approach we build a micro helicopter functionally no weaker than a mosquito – what massive effort people would need to make! How much money it would cost! But what about the development of a mosquito? It just needs a mosquito egg and a pool of dirty water. 

			Due to the extreme complexity and sophistication of organisms, people always mystify them, believe they could only be created by God, believe the building process of organisms is a black box human beings can never decipher. Actually this is not the case, just use the reductionist scalpel to dissect it and you will find it’s another self-organizing process, that’s all. Everything in the universe is formed through self-organization: quarks formed in the Big Bang; celestial bodies arose from nebulae; the formation of the Earth’s lithosphere; the crystalization of gypsum and sodium chloride; the condensation of hexagonal snowflakes; and so on. The four forces of the universe (the strong force, the weak force, the electromagnetic force, and the gravitational force) are universal glues. They propel complex organizations to self-assemble. 

			Life is also a form of self-organization, only at a high level. The difference between the two is: the self-organizing process of non-living materials needs no templates, or it also needs templates, but such templates are pretty simple, are everywhere in the universe. So the Sun and a star one hundred light-years away can have the same growth process; if the planets in Barnard’s Galaxy have snowflakes that drift, they can only be hexagonal, never pentagonal. But the self-organization of organisms needs complex templates. They can only arise out of unlikely chance and hundreds of millions of years of evolution. But regardless, the building of organisms in essence is also a physical process. Chemical bonds (actually it’s the electromagnetic force) drive atoms to automatically stack up into atom clusters, then atom clusters transform, expand, and roll over, until organisms are built up. 

			Want to build a micro helicopter? If we find a template similar to a mosquito egg (of course we don’t need the blood-sucking function), let it incubate, grow…how easy this job would be! 

			However, protein-based organisms have a fatal weakness: they’re too fragile, not resistant to heat, not resistant to cold, not resistant to radiation. Lifespans are short, strength is low, and so on. So can we use silicon, tin, sodium, iron, aluminum, mercury, and other metallic atoms, and according to the building principles of organisms, from the ‘bottom up’ build high-strength nanomachines or nanolife? 

			After thirty years of exploration, I think I’ve created the simplest template for tin-sodium-silicon life. 

			* * *

			Perhaps I did have the potential for scientific wisdom. I was immediately drawn to this simple article. It dissected the complex, boundless universe, easily extracted a clear logical thread. Especially the short, plain announcement at the end. Even a scientific outsider could feel its weight. A template for silicon-tin-sodium life! A new form of life that was high-strength, completely different from existing life-forms! I concluded that the estate I would receive must have something to do with this. 

			I immediately called Mr. He, and straightforwardly asked him, “Mr. He, what does that silicon-tin-sodium life look like? Where is it?”

			Mr. He laughed on the phone and said, “Ms. Sha’s guess was completely right! She said you would call. And said if you didn’t, I could end the work. She didn’t misread you. Come, I will take you there. The new life is in her private lab.” 

			* * *

			Ms. Sha’s lab was on a small hill on the outskirts, a moderate bungalow in which two workers were quietly at their tasks. Mr. He showed me equipment in every room, patiently explaining. He said, “Having been Ms. Sha’s lawyer for ten years, I’ve become a part-time nano-scientist.” He led me into the core of the lab – the so-called life smelter. Surrounded by thick brick walls, we opened the solid heatproof door. A searing blast of air blew against our faces. Inside was a big smelter about a hundred square meters in volume. Dark-red liquid metals slowly surged inside it. I couldn’t see the heating installation, which was probably hidden under the smelter. Though the air was distorted by the strong heat above the smelter, I could see a huge metal engraving on the opposite wall, which was, of course, of Ms. Sha. She looked down silently at the boiling smelter, her eyes loving and desolate like the primordial goddess Nüwa looking at the little human beings she had just kneaded with clay. 

			Mr. He told me this was a molten mixture of low-melting-point metals (tin, lead, sodium, mercury, etc.). In it were scattered high-melting-point materials like silicon, iron, chromium, manganese, molybdenum, etc. The size of the high-melting-point materials was nanoscale, and in the molten mixture they remained in a solid state. Amoebas – the new form of life Ms. Sha talked about – formed by taking these nanoscale solid-phase atom clusters as their skeleton and adhering to some liquid-phase metals. The smelter’s temperature stayed within the range of 490±85˚C all year long, which was the most suitable living environment for the amoebas. “Now, let’s see their true faces.”

			He pressed a button, and on the side wall an image appeared. The image was probably taken by X-ray chromatography. It went through layers of liquid metals and stopped at a tiny alien body. Seen with chromaticity, it was almost indistinguishable from the liquid metals around it. Looking closely, I could see it had a membrane wrapping around it. It wiggled laboriously, moved slowly through the slimy liquid metals, its shape changing constantly, leaving behind a vaguely visible trail. But the trail soon disappeared. 

			“This is the amoeba Ms. Sha created, some kind of nanomachine or nanolife. Self-organizing activity at this scale integrates the two concepts of machine and life into one,” Mr. He said. “It’s hundreds of nanometers in dimension, can replicate itself, can metabolize with the outside through the membrane. But it eats food just to provide materials, especially solid-phase elements, to repair its body, not to provide energy. It actually feeds on light. On its membrane there are countless photoelectric converters which propel its internal metal ‘muscles’ to move with electric energy.”

			I gazed closely at the screen, mumbled, “Unbelievable, really unbelievable!” 

			“Yeah, completely different from life on Earth. The way it dies and reproduces is even stranger. An amoeba’s lifespan is only twelve to sixteen days. During this period, they wiggle, eat, grow, then curl into a ball to harden their shell. In the hardened shell, matter ‘explodes’ and reassembles into several small amoebas. As for how information passes to the next generation during the explosion, Ms. Sha was unable to figure out before her death.”

			“They reproduce fast?” 

			“No, when amoebas in the liquid metals reach a certain density, they stop reproducing. I think the inherent reason is that suitable solid-phase materials run out. Look! Look! The camera just captured an exploding amoeba!” 

			On the screen, the shell of an amoeba had clearly hardened. Within the slowly surging liquid metals, its shape remained unchanged. A moment later, from the hardened shell, a streak of electric light burst out, then the matter inside the shell churned violently then soon calmed down and split into four small balls. The shell cracked, and four small amoebas wiggled their bodies, slowly swimming away in four directions. 

			I stared, stunned. In my heart a majestic bell was chiming. It was the deep, vigorous sound of nature, the rhythm of the universe. I remembered many scientists had talked about extreme environments for life, but who would have thought in 500℃ liquid metals, there would be a form of metal life, a form of life that didn’t depend on water and air? How difficult the synthesis of this template for life was. It was work that should take God a billion years. How could Aunt Sha create it with only several decades of research? I looked up at her statue, and my heart filled with reverence. Mr. He closed the heatproof door, led me back to the office.

			He said, “This life is pretty crude, the efficiency of its internal photoelectric converter is lower than a normal solar panel. Ms. Sha said after generations of evolution they will be as sophisticated as terrestrial life, but that would be something that certainly takes hundreds of millions of years. In five years since I took this place over, at least, those slowpokes haven’t changed at all.” 

			I asked, “Is this a private lab? Can’t you get support from the government?”

			“Right. As for the reason – I think you can guess. From the pragmatic point of view, I’m afraid this research will have no value at all for tens of millions of years. When Ms. Sha started her research, she’d originally hoped to create some kind of nanorobots resistant to high temperatures with an immediate use. She created these small amoebas but never found a practical application for them. After Ms. Sha passed away, she entrusted me to use her wealth to keep the life smelter running, but the money is about to run out.” 

			He looked at me. I looked at him. We both knew what this sentence implied. What Ms. Sha had left me was actually a negative asset. If I accepted it, I would have to put lots of money into the smelter until my wealth was used up. Then…what next? Search for another fool as easily moved as I was? 

			But regardless, I couldn’t refuse. These creatures, though crude, had moved away from the material world. They were something unique, created accidently by a skillful hand. If they could survive, they may recreate the splendidness of terrestrial life. How could I let them die because of me? The scientific bent of my childhood was suddenly renewed, like a pool of spring water quietly accumulating melted snow. I sighed. “Mr. He, declare the will.”

			“Ah, no,” Mr. He said smiling. “According to Ms. Sha’s request, there is a second procedure. Please read this letter first.” 

			He took out a sealed letter from his leather bag, solemnly gave it to me. I took it suspiciously and opened it. The letter was handwritten with two simple lines, but the content was earth-shattering: 

			To my legatee: 

			Real life can’t be bred in pens. In the solar system there happens to be a suitable place for it to breed freely – Mercury. 

			I was stunned. I stared tongue-tied, the arteries in my temples pounding. That cunning lawyer looked at me with a half-smile. He must have foreseen the shock this letter would give me. Indeed, compared to these two lines, was anything I had seen before of consequence? 

			* * *

			Planet Shawu

			The Holy Book: Genesis 

			The Great God Shawu created the Shawu People. Shawu was the only child of Father Star and lived on Father Star’s third star. The star had once been blue, soaked in water. Eight hundred and three million, forty thousand years ago, God came to Planet Shawu. He saw Planet Shawu was good. The light was good. The sky and earth were good. God said: Good sky and good earth, how come there are no living things? God stretched his body. Fifty-seven billion nine hundred million steps above, he scooped hot soup from Father Star’s smelter. In the soup were small living things. He sprayed the soup all over the earth of Planet Shawu. Eight-hundred-and-three million, forty thousand years later, the small living things grew into the Shawu People. 

			The God Shawu completed the work and lost Father Star’s affection. Father Star said angrily: How dare you do this work for me? Father Star punished Blue Star with a white lightsword, destroyed Shawu’s house. Shawu fled Blue Star in a Holy Car to a place where Father Star could not shine. 

			The God Shawu left his incarnation on Planet Shawu. Shawu Incarnate slept in the frozen ice on the North Pole, hiding from Father Star. Every 41,520,000 years, Shawu Incarnate woke up, patroled Planet Shawu in the Holy Car. He pitied the Shawu People’s ignorance, blew intelligence into the Shawu People’s eyes and light orifices.

			God told the Shawu People: 

			My children, I adore you. You are blessed. I created your bodies stronger than mine, do not fear Father Star’s punishment; you feed on light, do not feed on life; you have bodies made of metal, not bodies made of clay and water; your bodies have five orifices, not nine orifices; you have no male-female distinction, are exempted from original sin. You are blessed. 

			God told the Shawu People: 

			I hid God’s spirit and wisdom in the Holy Book, when will you understand it? Those who understand the Holy Book can find the Holy Palace in frozen ice. God will wake up and take you to receive Father Star’s great grace. 

			* * *

			A Sketch of Mercury 

			Mercury is the closest planet to the Sun, 0.378 astronomical units away – that is, 57.89 million kilometers. Sunlight fiercely pours down on Mercury, making it the hottest planet in the solar system. Its daytime temperature can reach 450˚. In a place called the Caloris Basin, the highest temperature once reached 973˚. Since it lacks atmospheric insulation, its night-time temperature can be as low as -173˚. On this planet so close to the Sun, ice actually exists. It is distributed on Mercury’s two poles, and all year long maintains a temperature below -60˚. 

			Mercury’s mass is one twenty-fifth of Earth’s. Its magnetic field strength is one hundredth of Earth’s. Its revolution period is 87.96 days, so 1,000 Earth years equal 4,153 Mercury years. Mercury’s rotation period is 58.646 days, which is two-thirds of its revolution period. This is because the Sun’s gravity slows down its rotation speed, resulting in a certain amount of gravitational locking. 

			Mercury’s landscape is similar to the Moon’s. Everywhere are arid, rocky deserts and craters formed from the impact of meteorites (the Caloris Basin was formed after the impact of a huge meteorite). Common on the terrain is a kind of tongue-shaped cliff that stretches for hundreds of kilometers. This topography has formed due to the contraction of Mercury’s core. Mercury’s high temperature makes some low-melting-point metals melt and collect in depressions and cracks of rocks, which form widely distributed lakes of liquid metal. Because Mercury lacks oxidizing gases, they always maintain a metal-state existence. When evening comes, liquid metals condense into glassy crystals. As sunlight returns with high temperatures after 58.6 Earth days, the metal lakes rapidly thaw. 

			Such a harsh natural environment is undoubtedly a forbidden zone for life – but what if it isn’t? 

			* * *

			“Mad,” I murmured nervously. “Really mad, only a mad man would be so whimsical.” 

			Mr. He looked at me quietly. “But historical progress always requires one or two mad men.” 

			“You worship Ms. Sha?” 

			“Maybe not exactly worship, but I admire her.” 

			With a dry laugh I said, “Now I know the contents of this estate. It’s astonishingly negative. The legatee has to use his own wealth to keep the life smelter running, until what year only God knows. Not only that, he has to find a place to release these metal creatures to solve this problem once and for all, but to do this will take at least tens of billions of yuan, and one to two hundred years. Whoever accepts this estate would rightfully be considered mad.”

			Mr. He smiled and simply repeated, “The world needs a few mad men.”

			“Fine, now please forget about your role as a lawyer. You, my friend, tell me. Should I accept this estate?” 

			Mr. He laughed. “You certainly know how I feel.”

			“Why should I accept it? Is there any benefit to me?” 

			“It gives you an opportunity that comes once every ten thousand years: to do something unprecedented. You will be one of the earliest ancestors of Mercurian life, they will always remember you.” 

			I said with a bitter smile, “To make Mercurian life evolve to such an extent that they can thank me would take at least one hundred million years. The return period for this investment is too long.” 

			Mr. He smiled, making no reply. 

			“Besides, it’s not just a matter of money. Going to Mercury and releasing this life – would Earthlings accept it? After all, it does Earthlings no good at all, perhaps even creates another competitor for them.” 

			“I trust you, trust Ms. Sha’s vision. You have the ability and determination to overcome all difficulties.” 

			I called out as if stung by a scorpion: “I’ll overcome? You’re sure I’ll accept this estate?” 

			The cunning lawyer patted my shoulder. “You will. You’re already thinking about future work. So I can announce the will, or would you like to talk it over with your wife again?”

			Six days later, we held a small official ceremony. My wife and I signed and accepted the estate. 

			I had agonized over the decision for six days – panic-stricken, sighing and groaning. I told myself only a mad man would willingly don this shackle, but the siren’s singing had lured me. Even stuffing up my ears didn’t help. Four billion years ago, in the Earth’s ocean, the first self-replicable protein micelle was born. It was crude, insignificant. If there really was a God, perhaps he too wouldn’t have expected that such a small thing would evolve into splendid terrestrial life. Now, due to an accident of chance, a new form of life was thrown into my arms. It had been created by a goddess. Whether or not it could flourish on Mercury depended on my decision. This responsibility was too heavy. I dared not easily accept it, dared not easily pass it up. Even if I was willing to make the sacrifice, what about my wife and son? I had no right to drag them into a life of toil.

			Wifey had been pleasantly silent about it, until one night she gently said, “Since you can’t pass on it, just accept it.”

			She said it very casually, like it was a decision about buying discount cabbage. I stared at her. “Then it— You know what this means?” 

			“It means a life of toil for us. But if one can’t live according to one’s will and interests, what’s the point of living? I know if you give it up now, when you are old you will definitely regret it. Your conscience will suffer your whole life. So accept it.” 

			At that moment I looked at her bright smile, tears trickling down. 

			She still wore a bright smile when she accompanied me to accept Aunt Sha’s estate. Mr. He was very serious that day, his eyes full of desolation. I thought jokingly that this old fox had set the trap step by step, finally coaxing me into his snare, and was now probably having a guilty conscience. The two workers at the Sha Wu Lab cheerfully stood behind Mr. He. In the room was another invisible participant, Ms. Sha Wu: right above the life smelter. Through the air quivering from the high temperature, through the thick walls, she was looking at us. I thought her eyes must be full of satisfaction.

			My journalist friend Ma Wanzhuang, who I had invited along, clenched his teeth. “Mad! All mad!” he kept grumbling in a low voice. “A dead, mad woman, a young, mad couple, and an old lawyer acting mad. Yizhe, Tian Ya, you’ll soon regret this!” 

			I smiled tolerantly, ignored him. Despite his objections, he still carried out my request to leak the news to the media. I thought this required social approval as well as social support. So let’s let the plan and society meet as soon as possible. 

			* * *

			After good Ma leaked the news, I immediately received a call from a friend. He said excitedly,“I read the news! Metal life, breeding life on Mercury, this is an April Fools’ Day joke, right?” 

			I said, “No, it’s not. Actually, that report was supposed to come out on the first of April, but I suddenly realized the first of April was April Fools’ Day and so notified the press to postpone it four days.” 

			“Postponed it right to the fifth of April, Qingming Festival, so the report must be fake news!” 

			I smiled bitterly and slowly put down the phone. 

			Afterward, public opinion slowly grew serious. Of course the majority were opposed. Whimsical! Human affairs on Earth aren’t finished yet, but he still wants to breed some kind of Mercurian life! There were also people who were more understanding, saying as long as it didn’t interfere with human interests, one could do whatever one wanted to do, as long as one didn’t spend the taxpayers’ money. 

			Amid this debate, I settled down and fully committed to taking over the lab. I used my business acumen to cut down the lab’s spending to the minimum. All in all, my wealth could keep it running for thirty years. The life-form was very strong, could tolerate a high temperature up to 1,000˚ and a low temperature down to absolute zero. When the temperature was below 320˚, they became dormant. So even if the exhaustion of funds required temporarily extinguishing the smelter, there wouldn’t be any real problems. It would just temporarily halt the life-form’s evolution. 

			But I wouldn’t allow the life smelter to be extinguished under my watch. I wouldn’t fall short of Aunt Sha’s high standards. 

			In the evening, my wife and I often went to the life smelter, looked at the dark-red surging liquid metals, or brought up images and watched those little wiggling lives. They were simple, crude lives, but they had transcended the category of material. A hundred million years later, a billion years later, who could say what they would evolve into? Looking at them, we felt something, like a small life forming in her belly. 

			Ma was a true friend, and facilitated a TV debate for me. “Either you persuade society, or you let society persuade you.” 

			My wife, Mr. He, and I sat in the studio, facing CCTV cameras as spotlights baked our faces which exuded a thin layer of sweat. On the other side of the studio sat seven experts. They were the judges of this ethical court, but their basis was not Chinese criminal law, it was the doctrines of bioethics. Under the stage were some one hundred audience members, mostly university students. 

			The host, Geng Yue, said smiling, “Before the program begins, let me apologize to everyone. This debate should have been held on Mercury, but the station couldn’t afford all your travel expenses. Besides, without air-conditioning, it would be too hot.” 

			The audience laughed with comprehension. 

			“‘Releasing Life on Mercury’ is something everyone is familiar with. I won’t go into the background. Now, I’d like to invite audience members to ask questions, and Mr. Chen Yizhe will answer.” 

			A young man hurried forward. “Mr. Chen, to cultivate this Mercurian life – are there any benefits to human beings?” 

			I said calmly, “At the moment there aren’t, and I think in one hundred million years there still may not be.” 

			“Then I don’t understand, taking such pains to do something with no benefit to human beings – why?” 

			I looked at my wife and Mr. He. They both gave me an encouraging look, so I took a deep breath and said, “Let me take this issue a little further. You know, life is essentially selfish. Each individual strives in a resource-limited environment for his own share in order to preserve himself and pass down his genes. But nature is a great magician, it extracts nobility from selfish individual behaviors. Organisms discover in competition that in many situations cooperation is much more beneficial. To unicellular organisms, cells are hostile to one another. But when unicellular organisms developed into multicellular organisms, all the cells turned from enemies to friends, and cooperated with one another through a division of labor. This placed them, or it, in a more favorable position in their environment. Therefore, multicellular organisms developed and thrived. In short, in organic evolution, the tendency to cooperate is everywhere and grows stronger. For example, the scope of human cooperation has extended from individual to family, to community, to nation, to different races, even to wildlife beyond human beings. Over the course of these processes, life, step-by-step, further transcends its self-interest, forms a larger and larger community with shared interests. I think the next step for human transcendence will be integration with alien life. That’s my motive for exhausting my wealth to cultivate Mercurian life. I hope some kind of civilized life will evolve there and become a brother to human beings. Otherwise Earthlings would be too lonely in the universe,” I said. “In fact, just a month ago I didn’t have these insights. Ms. Sha changed me. Standing in front of Professor Sha’s life smelter, looking at those small wiggling creatures in the surging, dark-red liquid metals, I often get a parental feeling.” 

			A middle-aged man said mockingly, “This feeling is certainly wonderful, but you can’t just, for such a feeling, breed a potential competitor to human beings. I think that since the life survives at high temperatures, its evolutionary process should be very fast. Perhaps they will catch up with human beings in ten million years.” 

			I laughed. “Don’t forget, terrestrial life began four billion years ago. If you worry terrestrial life can’t compete with its junior, which started four billion years later, you surely lack confidence.” 

			Geng Yue said, “Right, a four-billion-year-old grandpa, a ten-million-year-old grandkid – too distant even for love, how could they compete?” 

			The audience chuckled. A woman asked, “Mr. Chen Yizhe, I’m a supporter. How do you plan to fulfill Ms. Sha’s wishes?” 

			“No idea,” I admitted honestly. “At least, so far I have no idea. My wealth can keep the life smelter running for thirty years, but what about the next thirty years? And how to scrape together enough money to release them on Mercury? I have no idea at all. Anyway, I will do my best. If this generation can’t get it done, then it will be left to the next generation.” 

			The hearing lasted almost two hours. The seven experts or the seven judges said nothing throughout, just listened seriously, occasionally noting down one or two points on paper. One couldn’t deduce their inclination from their expression. In the end, Geng Yue walked to the center of the studio and said, “I believe the interrogation has been quite sufficient. Now experts, please give your opinions. Regarding ‘Releasing Life on Mercury,’ do you approve, disapprove, or abstain?” 

			The seven experts wrote quickly on small blackboards, then simultaneously held up the blackboards. On each of them was the same word: Abstain. The audience stirred.

			Geng Yue scratched his head and said, “So unanimous! I wonder if the seven judges are telepathic? Mr. Zhang, please tell us why you hold this attitude.” 

			Mr. Zhang, who sat on the first seat, said briefly, “This matter far exceeds our time. We can’t use our current perspective to judge things in the future. So abstention is the most sensible choice.” 

			* * *

			Shawu’s Holy Palace, buried in the ice sheets of Planet Shawu’s North Pole, would soon appear through the thick, green, frozen ice. The faint light of the Holy Palace was vaguely visible. Priest Hu Baba had entered a state of possessed frenzy, radiating a powerful emotional field. The light orifices on his chest flickered violently as he recited prayers from the Old Testament and the New Testament. The icebreaker whooshed, advancing forward step by step. Hu Baba prostrated amid white ice scraps, worshiping Shawu Incarnate from afar. His head and tail knocked heavily on the ground, sent chunks of ice flying about. 

			The scientist Tu Lala stood behind him, watching expressionlessly. His assistant, Qi Kaka, carrying two backpacks containing four energy boxes, stood next to him. 

			The ‘Holy Palace Exploration Action’ had been pushed through by Tu Lala. He was already a hundred and fifty years old, and hoped that before the ‘explosion’ he would find the Holy Palace repeatedly mentioned in the Holy Book – or confirm it didn’t exist. He had thought the Church would strongly oppose it, but he was wrong. The Church’s response was very gentle, even quite cooperative. They had approved this expedition, just sent Priest Hu Baba to supervise. Tu Lala thought, Perhaps the Church firmly believes the Holy Book to be true? The Holy Book said Shawu Incarnate slept in the frozen ice of the North Pole; the Holy Book said those who understood the Holy Book could find the Holy Palace in frozen ice, awake God, receive grace. For hundreds of years countless believers who thought they understood the Holy Book had scrambled to make a pilgrimage to the North Pole, but none came back alive. Now the Church may want to use the power of science to prove the Holy Book is true. 

			At this thought, Tu Lala couldn’t help but smile. For the past five centuries science was getting stronger and stronger, could almost stand up to the Church. For example, the devout Priest Hu Baba in front of him had benefited from science. His tail was also installed with an energy box, an energy box invented by science. Without it, he who ‘fed on light’ couldn’t have reached the lightless North Pole. 

			On the way to the North Pole, Tu Lala saw countless drop-dead – generations of devout believers, which according to the teachings of the Holy Book had followed the holy ropes from the holy altars to the North Pole in search of the God Shawu’s Holy Palace. As they slowly moved away from Father Star’s illumination, their physical energy gradually drained, and finally they collapsed. Regarding these drop-dead, the Church had always been deeply reticent. Because before dying those people hadn’t found a death partner, hadn’t exploded, their souls would not reincarnate. This was the first major sin of the three sins in the holy commandments (Though shalt not drop dead, shalt not believe in false gods, shalt not touch holy altars or holy ropes). But these people were also respectable martyrs. Should the Church damn them or praise them? 

			Tu Lala decided that when he returned from the North Pole, he would collect these drop-dead, pair them with death partners, and let them explode in light. It’s not that Tu Lala believed in the reincarnation of the soul, he just couldn’t leave those bodies forever exposed to the wilderness. 

			* * *

			The icebreaker was still whooshing. Now it was certain that ahead was the Holy Palace. From the frozen ice forty holy ropes stuck out, converged, and extended toward it. The strong, white light emitted from the Holy Palace, made the frozen ice bright and shiny. Priest Hu Baba asked the workers to stop. He led the crowd in the final worship, praying with reverence and awe. In the crowd only Tu Lala and Qi Kaka did not prostrate. The priest stared at them sullenly, cursed in his heart: You pagans who don’t respect the God Shawu. God’s punishment will soon fall upon you! 

			Qi Kaka dared not look directly at the priest, dared not look directly at his mentor. His emotional field trembled, two light orifices flickering faintly as if asking his mentor, or as if asking himself: Shawu Incarnate does exist? What the Holy Book said is really the truth? The Holy Palace mentioned in the Holy Book is right ahead? 

			Tu Lala pretended not to see his assistant’s wavering, and instead turned around with a desolate look. He had known all along that Qi Kaka wasn’t a firm atheist, always wavered between science and religion. Tu Lala himself had deserted religion a hundred years ago and gathered under him a large group of radical young scientists. They firmly believed in the theory of evolution proposed by Tu Lala a hundred years ago, believed that the Shawu People had evolved from lower creatures (this had been proven by many remains of ancient life), firmly believed that the Holy Book was full of lies. But after raising the flag of rebellion to religion for a hundred years, Tu Lala himself had secretly returned to the Holy Book. 

			He didn’t believe in religion, but he believed the Holy Book (meaning the Old Testament of the Holy Book), because in the Holy Book there was a mixture of strange records, and these records were often verified by later scientific developments. For example, the Holy Book said: Planet Shawu was Father Star’s first star, Blue Star was Father Star’s third star. These sacred words had been recited by people for thousands of years without ever knowing their implications. Not until the emergence of telescopes stimulated the development of astronomy did scientists know that both Planet Shawu and Blue Star were Father Star’s planets. Their order was exactly what the Holy Book said! 

			Another example was chapter thirty-nine of the Old Testament of the Holy Book, which specified the calibration of Planet Shawu’s temperature, with the freezing point of water at zero degrees Celsius, and the boiling point of water at a hundred degrees Celsius. However, Planet Shawu’s life had never had contact with water over their hundreds of millions of years of evolution! Only in recent times had scientists inferred that in the South Pole and North Pole ice existed. Then why did the Holy Book make such specifications? And where did these specifications come from? 

			Was there really a Great God who penetrated the universe and knew the past and the future? 

			Besides, the twenty holy altars around Planet Shawu’s equator had been an unsolved mystery for scientists. On those holy altars, black panels slowly rotated tirelessly, always facing Father Star. From each holy altar, two holy ropes stuck out, extending all the way to the invisible north. The Holy Book sternly warned that the Shawu People mustn’t touch them. Those who didn’t obey this commandment would be struck down and only revive after prostrating and repenting. Tu Lala didn’t believe this myth. He thought the black panels on the holy altars were probably some kind of photoelectric converters in the way the skin of the Planet Shawu creatures could carry out photoelectric conversion. The problem was: who had left behind these technologically advanced devices? Given the Shawu People’s scientific development, they wouldn’t be able to invent them even in five hundred years! 

			It was based on this belief that he had strived to push through an exploration to the Holy Palace. Now it was certain that the Holy Palace existed. The mysterious and ethereal Holy Palace of the Holy Book was right ahead. If Shawu Incarnate did live here…Tu Lala couldn’t wait to meet him. 

			* * *

			The last layer of the ice wall crashed down, and the stately Holy Palace suddenly appeared. It was a hall built of ice. It scattered uniform white light. The dome was very high. The hall was quite empty, with no stray objects. Only at the center of the hall was parked a— the Holy Car! The Holy Book mentioned it, countless legends depicted it. The historical records of 3,120 years ago spoke of it. It was precisely Shawu Incarnate’s car. The Holy Car was covered with black panels, exactly the same as the panels on the holy altars. Below were four wheels. The top of the Holy Car was transparent. Shawu Incarnate looked strange, lying inside. 

			Shawu Incarnate was really there! People outside the cave couldn’t help but swarm in. Led by Hu Baba, the crowd prostrated on the ground together, knocked their heads and tails on the ground. Everyone’s light orifices prayed frantically: Supreme Great God Shawu, almighty Shawu Incarnate, your people prostrate before you, please bless us! 

			Only Tu Lala remained standing. The prostrating crowd included his assistant. It seemed that Qi Kaka’s prayer was wilder than that of the others. The combined emotional field of the crowd struck Tu Lala. He felt a nearly uncontrollable urge to prostrate on the ground, but in the end restrained himself, hurried forward, and carefully examined Shawu Incarnate’s distinguished face.

			Shawu Incarnate reclined in the Holy Car, looking strange but stately. He was similar but different from the Shawu People. He had a head, a mouth, arms and hands, two eyes, a torso; but his tail was split. The ends of the split tail had toes. His body had five strange protrusions: on the front of his head there was a long protrusion with two holes under it; on either side of the head were two flat protrusions, each with a hole; where the tail split there was a column-like protrusion, with a hole on it. But on his chest there are no light orifices, Tu Lala thought with surprise. Without information-transmitting light orifices, how did Shawus communicate with each other? Were they all mutes? Better put this question aside for now. He first wanted to verify the mostly easily verifiable record in the Holy Book. He carefully counted the orifices on Shawu’s body. Right, exactly nine orifices, not the Shawu People’s five. 

			The Holy Book was again right. Tu Lala stood, stunned, shocked, and elated inside. 

			He again carefully observed the inside of the Holy Car. In the front of the car sat a platinum statue, a bust. Like the God Shawu, the head had seven orifices, but the head of this statue had long hair, and the face was obviously different. Who was this? Perhaps the death partner of the God Shawu? He suddenly saw something more shocking: a Holy Book! The Holy Book was brand new, but the type on the cover was ancient handwriting, the letters used by the Shawu People’s ancestors 3,000 years before. In Tu Lala’s lifetime, in order to defeat the Church, he had once seriously studied the Holy Book, knew clearly its origin, editions, and errors. He saw at first glance that this was the second edition of the Holy Book, containing only the Old Testament but not the New Testament. It was published 3,120 years ago. This edition of the Holy Book was now extremely rare. 

			Hu Baba also saw the Holy Book. His prayers and prostrations became nearly frantic. When he lifted his head, he saw Tu Lala had already opened the car door. Holding the Holy Book, Hu Baba immediately emitted two strong beams from his light orifices, which scorched Tu Lala’s back. Tu Lala turned around, astonished.

			Hu Baba shouted madly, “Blasphemers are not allowed to touch the Holy Book!” He shoved the scientist aside, devoutly held up the Holy Book, and said viciously, “Now you still dare say God doesn’t exist? You blasphemer, Great God will definitely punish you!” He ignored Tu Lala, turned to the crowd and said, “I’m going back to ask the Pope to welcome back the God Shawu’s holy body. Before I return, everybody must leave the Holy Palace!” 

			He held the book and took the lead in crawling out. The crowd followed with reverence and awe. Qi Kaka glanced guiltily at his teacher, lowered his head, and finally followed.

			When Hu Baba walked to the mouth of the cave, he saw the scientist staying inside and said harshly, “You must leave the Holy Palace. Shawu Incarnate will not welcome a blasphemer.” 

			Tu Lala didn’t want to argue with him, so his light orifices peacefully sent a message: “You’d better go back. I won’t hinder you, but stay here…seek advice from Shawu Incarnate.” 

			Hu Baba’s light orifices emitted two strong beams: “No way!” 

			Tu Lala said ironically, “Priest Hu Baba, why suddenly lose your temper? Don’t forget, you found the Holy Palace with the help of science. If you force me to go back, take the energy box off your tail. That’s also blasphemous, the Holy Book never mentioned it.” 

			The priest was stunned. What Tu Lala had said was correct. No chapter of the Holy Book or other religious stories ever mentioned this kind of energy box. It had been invented by blasphemers, but it was very useful. In this lightless polar region, without an energy box, he would have quickly run out of energy, died, and dropped dead, unable to reincarnate. He dared not remove the energy box, just furiously turned around and crawled away. 

			* * *

			The evening after the TV debate, Mr. He had a dinner at my house. During the meal he told me, “Yizhe, you actually won. Regarding this matter, legal ‘inaction’ is in fact silent approval and support. Now nobody is stopping you – go all out!” 

			He had completed Aunt Sha Wu’s request and was feeling very cheerful. He got really drunk and left beaming. Then the phone rang. I picked it up, but the screen was still dark. The other side hadn’t turned theirs on. They asked, “Are you Mr. Chen Yizhe? My name is Hong. I’m interested in Releasing Life on Mercury.”

			His voice was hoarse and dry, very unpleasant to the ear. I could even say the voice aroused physical displeasure in me. But I responded politely, “Mr. Hong, thank you for your support. Did you watch today’s TV program?” 

			He had no intention to converse, just said coldly, “Tomorrow, please come to my humble abode for a meeting. Ten in the morning.” He gave his address then hung up. 

			Wifey asked me who’d called, what he had said. I hesitated. “It’s a Mr. Hong. He said he was interested in Releasing Life on Mercury, ordered me to meet him tomorrow. Yes, a direct order. He unilaterally decided on tomorrow’s meeting, didn’t discuss it with me at all.” 

			I had a bad impression of Mr. Hong. A few words exchanged were enough to show how bossy he was. Not only that, his tone was icy. But I decided I had better go. After all, this was the first stranger to express support for me. 

			Later, I found out how correct this decision had been. 

			* * *

			Mr. Hong’s house was in the suburbs, a rather large estate. Its age could not have been great, but the architecture completely conformed to the ancient Chinese architectural style – upturned eaves and bucket arches, gray bricks and tiles, winding paths and small pavilions. The servant ushering me in was dressed entirely in black. Respectful and cautious, silent and reserved, his manner was chilly. I silently surveyed the surroundings, and the discontent in my heart increased. 

			The main hall was very large, the lighting gloomy. The gray-tiled ground was as slippery as terrazzo flooring. The large, tall hall had no luxurious furnishings and seemed empty. At the center of the hall was parked a mobility car. A short, fifty-year-old man leaned back in the car. He was quite disabled, hunchbacked and hollow-chested, head tucked to his neck. His facial features were too ugly to be looked at directly. His legs and feet were congenitally malformed, slender and feeble, hanging from the wheelchair. The servant who ushered me in quietly withdrew, and I thought this man must be Mr. Hong. 

			I walked up and held a hand out to the host. He looked at me, having no intention of holding my hand. I had to withdraw awkwardly. 

			He said, “So sorry, I’m a disabled man and have difficulty walking. Must trouble you to come over.” 

			The words were spoken very politely, but his tone remained cold and stiff. His face was like a slab of stone, with no trace of a smile. In front of him, inside this gloomy building, I had a feeling like suffocation. But still I said cordially, “Not at all, it’s nothing. May I ask you, sir, about Releasing Life on Mercury – what else would you like to know?” 

			“No need,” he said straightforwardly. “I already know everything. You just need to tell me how much money it will take to get it done.” 

			I was slightly hesitant. “I asked several experts to make preliminary estimates…about twenty billion yuan. Of course, this is just a rough estimate.” 

			He said flatly, “Let me solve the money problem.” 

			I was shocked, thought that he must have mistaken twenty billion for twenty million. Of course, even if it was twenty million, this was already quite generous.

			Not to hurt his pride, I said tactfully, “Thank you so much! Thank you for your extraordinary generosity. Of course, I don’t expect the money issue to be solved once and for all. Twenty billion is an astronomical figure, and twenty million gets us well on the way.” 

			He said expressionlessly, “You didn’t hear wrong. Twenty billion, not twenty million. My wealth is not enough, but I think the money need not be in place all at once. If gradually allocated over ten years, then, with interest, my wealth should be enough.” 

			I suddenly discovered the man’s identity: the billionaire Hong Qiyan! He was a very mysterious figure. I’d long heard that he was highly disabled, extremely ugly, and so never appeared in any media. The only people who could see him were seven or eight confidants. His reputation was not good. I heard he was extremely business-oriented, courageous, resourceful, and bold. He ran his business empire profitably, but his methods were vicious and merciless, always sending his competitors to their deaths. I also heard that because of his ugly looks, in his youth he had not won any woman’s love, which bred a vindictive mentality. A few years ago he had put out a classified. Female applicants were to come to his house at night for a meeting and leave the next morning. Such strange rules inevitably caused suspicion. Later, I heard all the female applicants had received a considerable amount of money as a gift, which gave weight to the suspicions. But such doubts may have been unfair. Of the female applicants there was a young and beautiful female lawyer, called Yin maybe. She applied, because she admired Hong Qiyan’s talent, not his wealth. It’s said that after arriving, the host and she faced each other the whole night. No words or touching. In the morning he gave her a sum of money as a gift and asked her to go home. Yin threw the money right in his face. This led to the two’s friendship. Although they didn’t become husband and wife, they became close friends who were comfortable with informality. 

			Although he was a billionaire, the generous act of donating his entire wealth made me suspicious, and the damning stories about him added weight to my suspicions. Perhaps he had some personal agenda? Perhaps, due to his unjust fate, he had turned his anger toward all human beings, wanted to take revenge via Releasing Life on Mercury? Although the twenty billion in funding was a rare chance that could only come once, I still decided to first ask him if there were any additional conditions. 

			Mr. Hong’s sharp eyes saw through my thoughts. In front of him I felt naked, which made me furious. He said flatly, “My sponsorship has one condition.” 

			Here it comes, I thought, then said cautiously, “May I ask what the condition is?” 

			“I want to be a crew member of the spaceship that releases the life.” 

			So that’s it! Such a simple request! I couldn’t help but look at his legs. In my heart strong sympathy suddenly rose. All prior discontent was swept away. A highly disabled person spending twenty billion yuan to buy the freedom to fly away from Earth – the cost was too great! On the other hand, it indicated how cruel confinement to a disabled body was to him. I said softly, “Of course. As long as your body can endure space travel.” 

			“Please don’t worry. This broken machine of mine is very durable. May I ask how long it will take to complete Releasing Life on Mercury?” 

			“Not long. I’ve consulted many experts, they all said traveling to Mercury isn’t technically difficult. If the funds are sufficient it could be realized in fifteen to twenty years.” 

			He said flatly, “Not a problem to have the money ready. You speed up the pace as best you can. Try to do it within fifteen years. What’s the name of the spaceship?” 

			“Please name it. You have so generously sponsored this project, you have the right.” 

			Mr. Hong didn’t decline. “Let’s call it Auntie. A very tacky name, no?” 

			I thought a bit and understood the profound meaning of the name: it indicated that human beings were just the elders of Mercurian life, not their parents. At the same time it implied commemoration of Aunt Sha. “Great!” I said. “Let’s go with that name!” 

			He took out a checkbook from the side pocket of the mobility car, wrote fifty million, signed, and gave it to me. “This is initial funding. Set up a foundation as soon as possible and start working! Right, and please remember to save space for me in the spaceship, about the size of a stretch Lincoln. I’ll find someone else to make a car suitable for Mercury’s terrain.” He added bitterly, “Can’t be helped. I can’t walk on Mercury.” 

			Softly I said, “Okay, I’ll make sure of it. But.…” I hesitated. “May I venture to ask a question? I mean, you put all your wealth into releasing Mercurian life – for what? Just a trip to Mercury?” 

			“I think this is very interesting,” he said flatly. “All my life I have only done things that interest me.” He leaned forward slightly, indicating the end of the conversation. 

			* * *

			From then on Mr. Hong’s funds arrived continuously. The fire of passion was doused with the gasoline of money, which resulted in amazing productivity. By the end of that year, there were 15,000 people working on the spaceship Auntie. Regarding Releasing Life on Mercury, social and ethical objections never ceased, but it never became a real obstacle. 

			Mr. Hong never interfered with our work. But every month I made time to provide him with a progress update. After the spaceship design plan was drafted, I asked him to look it over.

			Mr. Hong heard me out wordlessly and asked tersely, “Very good, any financial needs?” 

			At Mr. Hong’s request, I kept his sponsorship strictly confidential. Only my wife and Mr. He knew the sponsor’s name. Of course, this in fact could not be kept secret. Auntie needed tens of billions of yuan in funding. Individuals who could spare this amount of money could be counted on the fingers of one hand. Furthermore, Mr. Hong constantly auctioned off properties under his name, so the matter soon became an open secret. 

			Auntie was built methodically. The following year, whenever I went to Mr. Hong’s house, I always met a beautiful woman. She had a tranquil beauty like a narcissus enveloped in thin mist, and her eyes and eyebrows carried a tender feeling. She was the lawyer, Yin. Her relationship with Mr. Hong was apparently very close. Every word and gesture of theirs showed deep mutual understanding. But it was, undoubtedly, a pure friendship, which Yin’s frank gaze confirmed. 

			She was already married, with a three-year-old son. 

			When I reported progress to Mr. Hong, he didn’t ask Yin to withdraw. Apparently, Yin had the right to know his secret. During conversations, Mrs. Yin always wore a smile at the corners of her mouth, listened quietly, and occasionally cut in with a question, mostly about the technical details of the spaceship’s construction. I soon knew the purpose of this arrangement – she was responsible for building the car Mr. Hong would ride on Mercury. 

			One day Yin came to my office alone. That was the first one-on-one meeting I had with her. I invited her to sit down and asked my secretary to serve coffee while speculating about her reason for coming.

			Yin said softly, “I would like to discuss the technical interface of the spaceship with you. You must have realized I’m leading secret research to develop the life support system Mr. Hong will use on Mercury.”

			I nodded. It didn’t surprise me that she called the car a ‘life support system.’ To move around Mercury, which had no atmosphere, a temperature as high as 450˚, and strong high-energy radiation, the car could certainly be considered a life support system. But what Yin said next was a shock. 

			“To be precise, its major feature is a device for quick freezing and unfreezing of the human body.”

			I jumped from the sofa and looked at her wide-eyed. What was Mr. Hong going to do with a quick-freezing device for the human body? Before I had always seen Mr. Hong’s plan as a whimsical, difficult trip, but undoubtedly a short one. But a quick-freezing and unfreezing device for human body.…

			Under my terrified gaze, Mrs. Yin nodded. “Right, Mr. Hong plans to stay on Mercury forever, to watch over this life. He plans to freeze himself in Mercury’s frozen ice, wake up every ten million years, for about a month each time, ride the car to inspect the evolutionary stage of the life, until several hundred million years later when ‘human’ civilization evolves on Mercury.” 

			For a long time we exchanged desolate looks. I mumbled, “Why didn’t you dissuade him? Letting him live alone on Mercury for hundreds of millions of years, isn’t that cruel?” 

			She shook her head slightly. “Can’t be dissuaded. If others could dissuade him, he wouldn’t be Hong Qiyan. Besides, such a plan may not be a bad one for him.” 

			“Why?” 

			Mrs. Yin sighed. “I’m afraid no one knows him better than I do. Fate has been so unfair to him, giving him an unattractive body but a brilliant mind. A malformed body may make for a malformed personality. His mind is dark, resentful of all normal people, but his nature is kind, born with a benevolent heart. He is a bundle of deformities, but a cocoon of benevolent love encompasses his desire for revenge. His business wrangling and ridicule of suitors are reflections of this contradiction. But these vengeful actions are mild, already diluted by his kind heart. But perhaps one day the desire for revenge will break through the barrier of love, then.… He himself is deeply aware of this, and so always has a fear of himself.”

			“A fear of himself?” I looked at her, puzzled. 

			She nodded, said confidently, “Right, he has a fear of his own dark side, even I can feel it. His generous sponsorship of Releasing Life on Mercury more or less reflects this contradictory attitude. On the one hand, he participates in the creation of a new form of life, which satisfies his kind heart; on the other hand, it’s also a small act of vengeance against human beings. Think about it, after the Mercurian life he cares for evolves into a civilization, Mercurians will certainly see Hong Qiyan’s disability as the standard and view regular Earthlings as abnormal. Right?” 

			Although my heart was heavy, I was amused by this fantastical scenario and broke into laughter. 

			Yin also showed ripples of a smile and went on, “Actually, thinking it through, his plan for the second half of his life is pretty good – live on the nearest neighbor to the Sun, live as long as the universe, and roam alone across the wasteland of Mercury to cultivate strange, new life. Each time he wakes up from the ten-million-year slumber, Mercurian life will have changed unpredictably. He will completely discard the convention and discipline, vulgarity and triviality, mess and chaos of Earth. Sometimes I really want to abandon everything, abandon my husband and child, accompany him to the end of the world – but I can’t do it, that’s why I will always be a mediocre person,” she said, mocking herself in a desolate tone.

			This incident made my heart very heavy. I even felt inexplicable resentment, just didn’t know whom this resentment was aimed toward. But I knew more words would do no good. I remembered that within two hours of watching the TV debate, Mr. Hong had made the decision to donate all his wealth. A person with such a decisive attitude – who could dissuade him? I said in a muffled voice, “All right, let’s fulfill his wish. Now, about the technical interface.”

			The next day Yin and I went together to see him. We calmly talked about the details of the life support system as if it was a plan we had long agreed upon. 

			Upon leaving, I couldn’t help but say, “Mr. Hong, I admire you a lot. But when I decided to accept Aunt Sha’s legacy, many people said I was crazy. Now I can see you are certainly crazier than me.”

			Mr. Hong gave a rare smile. “Thanks, this is the greatest compliment.” 

			* * *

			The crowd was gone. In the hall of the Holy Palace, Tu Lala was left alone. Without the distracting clamor, he could calm down to talk to Shawu Incarnate, mind-to-mind. He looked up at Shawu Incarnate’s strange face for a long time, and his heart filled with reverence. The Holy Palace was found, Shawu Incarnate’s holy body was found. Priests and believers were frantically happy. But they were wrong. Shawu Incarnate indeed existed. He indeed was the creator of life on Planet Shawu, but he wasn’t God. He was a scientist from an alien star. Tu Lala had been thinking about it for many years, had long since reached this conclusion. The reverence he felt for Shawu Incarnate contained a deep feeling of closeness. Scientists’ minds were always connected, regardless of which galaxy of the universe they lived in. They used the same mathematical language, same physical laws, same logical rules. So he felt there was a deep affinity between him and Shawu Incarnate. 

			He had figured out Shawu Incarnate’s origin and experience: he came from the third star of Father Star (Blue Star), 803,040,000 years ago. (Why 803,040,000 years? He realized 803,040,000 Shawu years were equal to 10 million Blue Star years. Shawu had converted them according to the calendar of Mother Star.) Back then he had created a new form of life completely different from the life on Blue Star – hadn’t created the Shawu People, but a kind of micro-organism – sowed them on Planet Shawu, then handed the evolutionary scepter back to nature. In order to take care of the life he had created, Shawu Incarnate left Mother Star and Mother Race, lived in Planet Shawu’s frozen ice for 803,040,000 years. An incredibly long time. When he faced this barbarity alone, was he lonely? When he watched the micro-organisms slowly evolve, was he anxious? When he saw Planet Shawu’s life finally evolve into civilized creatures, was he happy? 

			Judging by the fact that in his Holy Car there was a Holy Book from 3,000 years ago, he had awakened about 3,000 years before. Back then he must have discovered the Shawu People had a binary language, had writing. But back then the Shawu People had been very ignorant, their minds numbed by religion. He couldn’t enlighten their minds with science, had to hide some useful information in the Holy Book to spread science in the form of religion. 

			The Holy Book said those who understand the Holy Book can find the Holy Palace. Then, Shawu Incarnate will wake up, take the Shawu People to receive great grace from Father Star. What was ‘great grace’? It must be a vast, splendid scientific treasure. The Shawu People would advance tens, hundreds of thousands of years overnight, become the equals of God (Shawu Incarnate). 

			This prospect made Tu Lala very excited, so he started looking for instructions Shawu Incarnate had left behind. Since in the Holy Book Shawu Incarnate invited the Shawu People to come to the Holy Palace, since he promised to wake up then, he must have left a method for how to wake him up. Tu Lala searched, pondered, suddenly discovered a secret ice chamber. The door was sealed by ice, but the ice layer was very thin. He used his tail to break the ice door and carefully walked in. The ice chamber was piled with disks. They were thin. One side had a metallic sheen. What was it? His intuition told him it must be the knowledge Shawu Incarnate had prepared for the Shawu People, but how to extract the knowledge, he didn’t know and couldn’t figure it out no matter how he racked his brain. This wasn’t strange. Highly developed technology was often stranger than magic. 

			But the painting on the wall he understood. It was a pretty crude painting. He guessed Shawu Incarnate might have used his hand to paint it – a painting of a Shawu person pointing fingers at the two light orifices on their chest. Next to the painting there was a button, another finger pointing at it. Tu Lala pondered on the meaning of the painting for a while, then decided to press the button. 

			His guess was right. The light orifice on the wall immediately flickered on and off. Tu Lala thought carefully and soon concluded it was the Shawu People’s binary language. The rhythm of the flicker was jerky and stiff, and the codes weren’t the modern Shawu language but the ancient language from 3,000 years ago. Anyway, Tu Lala tried his best to piece together its meaning. 

			“Welcome, people of Shawu. Since you’ve come to the lightless North Pole and found the Holy Palace, I believe you are beyond barbarism, so we can have a rational talk.” 

			Enormous joy erupted like a solar flare, sweeping across his entire body. The treasure chest he had been searching for his entire life finally opened. The light orifice flickered more and more frequently. A billion-year-old wise man was talking patiently to him. He excitedly read on. 

			“I’m the Shawu Incarnate mentioned in the Holy Book, from Blue Star of Father Star. Eight hundred and three million, forty thousand years ago, scientists of Blue Star created a brand-new form of life. I sowed it on Mercury and stayed to watch it grow. I watched it grow from unicellular organisms into multicellular organisms, watched it leave metal lakes and move onto land, watched it evolve sexual activity (pairing before bursting) from sexless organisms, watched it evolve into the intelligent Shawu People. Then I felt my one-billion-year solitude was worthwhile. 

			“My dear children, the Shawu People’s progress depends on you. So over the years I did little to interfere with your evolution, just giving a little direction when necessary. Now that you are already civilized, I can teach you something. If you would like, please wake me up.” 

			Next he explained the method for waking him up. His awakening must follow strict procedures. Even the slightest error would lead to irreversible death. Only then did Tu Lala know that the sacred Shawu race was actually an extremely fragile form of life. They couldn’t live a second without air before being suffocated. They could die from heat, cold, drowning, hunger, thirst, disease, poison…but such fragile life had surprisingly lasted ten billion years and developed such advanced technology! Tu Lala sighed and read on carefully. He really wanted to wake up the ten-billion-year-old man who the Shawu People could call a god. 

			He suddenly felt a spell of dizziness, knew the energy box would soon be drained. He crawled over to his backpack: there should be four energy boxes there. But the backpack was empty! Tu Lala’s emotional field trembled. Panic attacked him. The backpack in front of him was Qi Kaka’s. Qi Kaka must have taken his backpack away. He certainly hadn’t meant to harm him, but in his religious frenzy, Qi Kaka had let go of due caution. 

			What to do? In the hall there was lamplight, but the luminosity was too weak and lacked high-energy radiation above ultraviolet light and so couldn’t sustain his life. It seemed he would drop dead in Shawu’s Holy Palace. 

			In the Holy Book there was a stern commandment: before death the Shawu People must find a death partner, use their remaining energy to explode and give birth to two or more new individuals. Those who don’t explode, especially those who revive after death, are despised by all. In fact, long before the Holy Book, the primitive Shawu People had set up this ethical principle. It was certainly correct. Bodies of the Shawu People could not naturally degrade. If no one exploded, there wouldn’t be room for future generations on Shawu. 

			Drop-dead Shawus were easily revivable (just expose them to light). Tu Lala never imagined he could take part in such an outrage, but he couldn’t die today! He had something important to do, had to wake up Shawu according to his instructions, earn the Shawu People their ‘great grace’. How could he die now? The dizziness in his head was increasing. He could no longer think effectively, had to come up with a solution. 

			Within what was left of his failing brain power, he found a solution for himself. He dragged his body, laboriously crawling under the brightest lamplight in the hall. Low-energy light couldn’t sustain his life but might keep him in a half-alive, half-dead state. Although he fell down, he used his strong will to keep his consciousness from slipping away completely.

			His light orifices mumbled, “I can’t die, have unfinished business.” 

			* * *

			June 1, 2046: fourteen years after I had accepted Aunt Sha Wu’s estate, the spaceship Auntie reached the skies of Mercury, spurted flames downward, and slowly landed on the surface. 

			The huge sun slanted on the horizon, pouring fierce heat and light on Mercury. From here solar flares were clearly visible. They extended many times beyond the Sun’s diameter. At the Sun’s two poles the flares were feather-shaped. Around the equator they were loop-shaped. Their color was pale and elegant, bluish-white. Their dancing movement was light and graceful, amazingly beautiful. Mercury’s sky had no atmosphere, no scattered light. No wind or clouds, no dust. It appeared transparent and clear. As far as the eye could see, there were dark-green rocks all over. Fan-shaped cliffs stretched hundreds of kilometers like creases in a dried apricot. The cliffs were dotted with lakes of liquid metal, reflecting the strong light of the Sun. Looking back, Earth was clearly visible, hanging on the horizon – crystal blue, a fairytale beauty. 

			Barren but beautiful, Mercury would be the habitat for generations of metal amoebas. 

			Holding Aunt Sha’s statue in both hands, I set foot on the land of Mercury. The statue was etched from platinum. It would stay on Mercury, accompany the life she had created for thousands of generations. The spaceship’s crane slowly let down cables and placed Mr. Hong’s car on the ground. Strong sunlight shone on the pitch-black solar panels, which soon fully charged the car. Mr. Hong held the steering wheel, parking the car beside the spaceship. His hair had grayed, and his face was as cold as usual, but I could sense the excitement in his heart. 

			Hong Qiyan was the spaceship’s secret passenger. Before the launch, he had “passed away due to complications from a heart attack at the age of sixty-four.” We had issued an obituary, held a grand funeral. People from all segments of society had expressed their condolences. Although he was an eccentric, although the Releasing Life on Mercury mission he supported did not gain support from all human beings, his generosity and devotion were admirable. Now the spaceship he had supported with all his power was about to lift off, but he died at such an unfortunate time – what a tragedy it was! But in fact, Mr. Hong and his Mercurian car had already been secretly transported into the spaceship.

			Mr. Hong said, “This is great, let Earth society forget me completely. I can do my work on Mercury without distraction.”

			The captain of the spaceship, Major General Liu Ming, was in charge. Two crew members carried a green refrigeration box down the ramp. Inside were twenty condensed metal sticks taken from Aunt Sha’s life smelter. Inside hid the seeds of life. The spaceship landed on the Caloris Basin. The thermometer showed that the current temperature outside the spaceship was 720˚. The solar conditioners inside the spacesuits buzzed as they used the solar energy from the Sun to resist the Sun’s extreme heat. Without air-conditioning, not to mention astronauts, even the twenty metal sticks would have instantly melted. 

			All five crew members got down and immediately started working. We planned to finish all the work in one Mercury day, then leave Mr. Hong there while the rest of us returned to Earth. The five crew members were going to build several small solar stations and use two thin superconductive electric cables to transfer power to the North Pole. The cables were very cheap yttrium barium copper oxide and could only work at a low temperature, below -170˚, but this was adequate on Mercury. During the day, electricity converted in the solar stations would be stored in the nearest storage battery. At night, when the temperature dropped to -170˚, electricity would be transferred to the distant North Pole through superconductive cables. There, energy would be provided for Mr. Hong’s freezing and unfreezing. And the ten-million-year-long freezing process in each revival circle could be achieved through the automatic freezing of the -60˚ frozen ice without consuming energy. Therefore, a small one-hundred-kilowatt power station was enough. But to be on the safe side, we connected twenty structurally unique power stations to form a power grid. Mr. Hong, of course, would sleep for ten million years. Who could predict what changes might occur over ten million years? 

			* * *

			Captain Liu and I got into Mr. Hong’s sports car, and the three of us went looking for suitable locations to release our life. This lifeboat was designed to be very compact. The body of the car was covered with solar panels, which were highly efficient. Even in the weak sunlight of the polar nights, it could keep it driving. In the rear of the car was a small food-regeneration device and an oxygen-production device, which could supply enough food and air for one person. Below was a powerful storage battery, which could provide 100,000 kilowatt-hours of electricity. Its lifespan (given that it was constantly charging and discharging) could be infinite. Around Mr. Hong was a rapid-condensation device. With the push of a button, it could fully freeze him in two seconds. Ten million years later, the device would automatically turn on and revive him. The driver’s seat under Mr. Hong was actually two agile robot legs, which enabled him to leave the car and briefly walk outside, because the metal lakes where life grew were usually inaccessible by car. 

			Mr. Hong drove the car with concentrated attention, looking for a way across the bumpy desert while Captain Liu and I sat in the back seat. To make our work more convenient we also wore spacesuits. Old Liu sat upright in a soldierly posture, silently gazing at Mr. Hong’s white hair, gazing at the high swell of his hunched back and concave chest, his feeble malformed legs and feet. His gaze was full of sympathy. I really wanted to have a few more words with Mr. Hong, because in the coming tens of millions of years, he wouldn’t have another old friend to talk to. But in the solemn atmosphere, I found it hard to bring anything up and so only exchanged a few words about the condition of the roads. 

			Mr. Hong turned his head. “Little Chen, before I ‘died’, I looked over my wealth. There were several million yuan left. I’ve left it to you and Little Yin, you’ve sacrificed a lot for this.” 

			“No, you’ve sacrificed the most. Mr. Hong, you are a great person with a great heart.” 

			“The great person is Ms. Sha. She, and you, allowed me a new life in my old age. Thank you.” 

			I said in a low voice, “No, I should thank you.” 

			The car passed a metal lake, the liquid metals gave out an incandescent glow. The measurement on an optical thermometer read 620˚, a bit too high for the little creatures. We moved on, found another metal lake. It was half hidden at the bottom of a cliff, so the sunlight could only slant off it, making the temperature relatively low. We stopped the car, and Mr. Hong maneuvered the robot legs out. Captain Liu and I picked up two metal rods and followed. The metal lake was one hundred meters below. The terrain was steep, so although his robotic legs were pretty agile, walking was still quite difficult. Stepping over a deep trench, he stumbled. I unconsciously held out a hand to help. Old Liu waved a hand to stop me. Yes, Old Liu was right. Mr. Hong had to live on his own. For hundreds of millions of years, nobody would help him. If he fell down, he had to struggle up with his disabled legs. Otherwise.… My nose twitched as I immediately discarded this idea. 

			We finally reached the edge of the lake. The dark-red surface was quite calm. We measured the temperature: 423˚. The liquid contained tin, lead, sodium, mercury, and particles of some solid-phase manganese, molybdenum, and chromium. It was the ideal place for the amoebas to breed. We gave the metal rods to Mr. Hong. He cupped them in the gloves of his spacesuit, waiting. The slanted sunlight soon melted them. They turned to small balls and tumbled into the lake, melting into the surface. A moment later, Mr. Hong inserted a probe into the liquid metal and turned on the screen, where a magnified image appeared. The probe found an amoeba. It had awakened, wiggled lazily, transforming. Its movements were very easy and slow, very relaxed as if this was its hometown. 

			The three of us looked at each other with satisfaction, smiling. 

			* * *

			We found ten suitable metal lakes in total, put ten cultures inside. In these ten disconnected oases of life, who knew what might happen? Perhaps a quick death. When Hong Qiyan awoke from being frozen, he would see nothing but a lifeless desert. Perhaps they would survive and rapidly evolve in Mercury’s high temperature, leave the lakes, move onto land, and finally become intelligent life. Then Mr. Hong may join them, no longer lonely. 

			The sun moved slowly. We hurried toward the dimly lit North Pole. The work there was done. In the dark-green, frozen ice a big cave had been dug out, and lighting had been set up. Forty superconductive cables had been pulled into the cave. They converged at a connection panel, which was then connected with the interface of the car. The ice cave was filled with canned food, enough for Mr. Hong to eat for thirty years as a reserve in case the food-regeneration device failed. But we weren’t sure if the food set aside for tens of millions of years, despite being at the low temperature of -60˚, would stay edible. 

			We helped Mr. Hong out and had a dinner party in the ice cave. This was the last supper. Afterward, Mr. Hong would have to endure tens of millions of years of solitude. During the meal, Mr. Hong remained taciturn, looking very calm. The young crew members gazed at him with reverence, as if looking at a god. This gaze distanced him from all of us, so although Old Liu and I made our best effort, we didn’t manage to enliven the atmosphere. 

			We finished the meal solemnly. Mr. Hong took off his spacesuit and returned to the car naked. Ms. Sha’s platinum statue was placed by the windshield.

			I leaned over and asked, “Mr. Hong, do you have anything else to say?” 

			“Please get through to Earth. I’ll speak to Yin.” 

			We got through. He spoke briefly into the phone in the car. “Little Yin, thank you. I will always remember the days I spent with you.” 

			His words turned into radio waves, left Mercury, and flew toward Earth 100 million kilometers away. He spoke no more, quietly waiting. Ten minutes later, the response came back. We all heard Yin’s whimper in the earphones: “Qiyan! Farewell! I love you!” 

			Mr. Hong smiled slightly and waved us goodbye. For a moment his smile made his ugly face radiant. He pressed a button. Cold mist immediately enveloped his naked body. His smile froze, and two seconds later, he was in a deeply frozen state. We did the last check on the life support system, bowed to him one by one, then silently withdrew from the ice cave and headed back toward the spaceship. 

			Five Earth days later, Auntie left Mercury and embarked on the year-long return journey. But we all felt we had left a part of ourselves on that planet. 

			* * *

			With no idea of how much time had passed, Tu Lala vaguely sensed the crowd was back and the hall of the Holy Palace was in uproar. He tried to call Qi Kaka, call Hu Baba, but nobody answered him. Perhaps he didn’t call out loud, only called in his mind. The clamoring crowd gradually left, the vibrations in the hall subsided. With vague sorrow he thought, Am I really going to drop dead in the Holy Palace? 

			Energy gradually flowed into his body. His thoughts became clear. Someone had changed his energy box. Eyes open, Qi Kaka was looking at him pitifully. He flickered weakly, “Thanks.” 

			Qi Kaka turned his eyes away, unwilling to meet his, and faintly flickered, “You kept calling my name in a low voice. You said you had unfinished business. I didn’t have the heart to let you drop dead, so I secretly changed your energy box. Now, you are on your own.” 

			Qi Kaka hurriedly ran away as if fleeing a devil, unwilling to stay with a hideous ‘revived drop-dead’. Tu Lala sighed, rose, and saw Qi Kaka had left him four energy boxes, enough for him to return to the light zone. Where is Shawu Incarnate? He searched anxiously. Gone, along with his Holy Car. He remembered Hu Baba had said before leaving that he was going to ask the Pope to welcome back Shawu Incarnate’s holy body and wake him up under the radiance of Father Star. A spell of anxious electric waves overwhelmed Tu Lala. He knew Shawu’s body was actually very fragile. Those ignorant believers would probably kill him. But he really was the Shawu People’s benefactor. 

			He had to hurry to stop them! Suddenly, he was sad to find that after being in a half-dead state for a long time, the metallic luster of his body had dulled. This was the mark of the drop-dead, an unavoidable heavenly punishment. If he didn’t explode right away, he would have to live with people’s hatred and scorn. 

			But there was no time for this now. He took the energy boxes along, hurrying back to the Gadoris Basin. That was the hottest place on Shawu, and all the grand ceremonies were held here. 

			He crawled out of the lightless zone, where countless drop-dead lay long the way. He thought regretfully that perhaps he wouldn’t be able to deliver his promise to bury them. After entering the light zone, he saw the Shawu People hurrying in flocks. Their light orifices excitedly flickered: “Shawu Incarnate’s revival ceremony is about to start!” Tu Lala wanted to inquire into the details, but people immediately discovered his mark of disgrace, cursed him angrily, and struck him with their tails. Tu Lala had no choice but to stay far away, sad. 

			One Shawu day had passed. He reached the center of the Gadoris Basin at noon. The scene before him made him gape. Tens of thousands of the Shawu People were densely crowded around the altar. The emotional field of the crowd members excited one another, forming a positive feedback loop whose intensity brought everyone to madness. Even Tu Lala was nearly taken in. He had to marshal great willpower to suppress his religious impulse. 

			Luckily the frantic crowd paid no attention to his mark of disgrace. He got tangled up with them and pushed toward the altar. The Holy Car was parked there, its door shut. Shawu Incarnate’s holy body was inside, his eyes still shut tight. The crowd prostrated to him, their heads and tails knocking on the ground violently. The knocking was at first disorderly, then gradually found a unified rhythm, making the ground heave slightly under its weight. 

			The Pope came out and kneeled beside the altar. The believers’ prostrations and prayers set off another climax. Then a senior deacon walked up, asked everyone to be quiet. It was Qi Kaka! It seemed that the Pope particularly adored the man who had betrayed science and thrown himself into religion. His status was now above Hu Baba’s.

			Qi Kaka waited until everyone was quiet then loudly announced, “I, under the order of the Pope, went to the North Pole to find the Holy Palace in frozen ice and welcomed back Shawu Incarnate’s holy body. Now the God Shawu will wake up under the radiance of Father Star, and bestow us with great grace! Today His Holiness comes to the holy altar personally and kneels to welcome the revival of the Great God Shawu!” 

			After the Pope prostrated again, Qi Kaka pulled open the car door. Clergymen stepped up, wanting to carry out Shawu Incarnate’s holy body. At that moment Tu Lala disregarded his own safety. His light orifices radiated two strong beams, searing a clergyman’s back, temporarily stopping him.

			Tu Lala violently sent a message: “You must not carry him out, it will kill him!” Thinking desperately, he added a threat: “The God Shawu personally told me this. Don’t do something so blasphemous!” 

			People froze. Even the Pope was speechless for a moment. Qi Kaka angrily turned around and said loudly, “Don’t listen to him, he is a drop-dead. Don’t let him blaspheme God!” 

			Only then did people discover his disgrace mark. Right away a tail whipped over and landed heavily on his back.

			He blacked out but kept sending the following message: “Do not let Shawu Incarnate be shined on by Father Star. You will kill him!” 

			Another few furious blows. His body couldn’t hold on, and he collapsed to the ground. Still people whipped him hard. Qi Kaka gave Tu Lala a vicious glance, held up his hand to quiet the crowd. The ceremony to welcome the holy body began. Four clergymen carefully carried Shawu Incarnate out of the car. The emotional field of the crowd violently erupted, rose, and intensified. Tens of thousands of light orifices simultaneously praised the God Shawu’s great virtue and great power.

			This emotional field was extremely unified. Only Tu Lala’s emotional field was different. His headache was splitting like there were tens of thousands of needles pricking his nerves. He struggled up, looked through a gap in the crowd. Shawu Incarnate’s holy body had been placed on a high altar. The Pope led Qi Kaka and Hu Baba to bow on the ground. Tu Lala’s nerves strained. He thought something horrible was about to happen. Shawu Incarnate sat on the altar, his eyes still shut. Under Father Star’s fierce light, in the high temperature of 720˚, his body soon began to blacken. Moisture rapidly evaporated from his body, steamed up, and formed a mist around him. His body began to smoke, light gray. Then his charred body peeled apart, piece by piece, leaving behind a charred skeleton. 

			The Pope and believers all stared. What was this? The Shawu People’s metal bodies never feared Father Star’s scorching. Unexploded corpses could be preserved for tens of millions of years. Why was Shawu Incarnate’s holy body ruined by Father Star? People remembered what Tu Lala had just said. Do not let him be shined on by Father Star. You will kill him. They started to feel afraid. The fearful fields of tens of thousands of people converged, slowly intensified, and slowly gathered momentum, looking for a path to release. 

			The Pope and Qi Kaka’s fear was no less than the crowd’s. Who dared to bear the sin of ruining the holy body? If someone raised his arms and shouted, believers would definitely tear the sinner up, not even the distinguished Pope would get away. Fear stopped time. The emotional field of fear and anger continued to intensify.… 

			Qi Kaka, as if under the order of an oracle, rose, pointed at the skeleton, and announced, “Father Star punished him! He escaped into ice to hide from Father Star, but Father Star didn’t forgive him!” 

			The field of fear was immediately gone without a trace, and the believers’ nerves relaxed at once. Right, the Holy Book said Shawu Incarnate lost Father Star’s affection, hid in ice to escape Father Star’s punishment. Now everyone had personally seen that Father Star’s radiance had ruined him.

			Qi Kaka seized the chance and viciously announced, “Kill him!” 

			His light orifices emitted two murderous beams at Shawu’s skeleton. Believers immediately followed. Countless strong beams focused on the skeleton, making it crash down. The Pope was obviously flustered. He didn’t linger there long, rose, and stroked Qi Kaka’s head to express approval, then hurriedly left. 

			The believers soon dispersed. Although they resorted to violent actions to dispel their fear, the violence was exerted on Shawu Incarnate’s holy body. This unsettled them. A moment later, the spectacle of tens of thousands of thronging heads was gone, leaving nothing but a broken skeleton on the altar, a crumpled Holy Car, a platinum statue, and Tu Lala, feeble on the ground. 

			Tu Lala bore his severe headache and struggled to walk to the skeleton. The grayish-black skeleton was scattered across the ground. The lonely skull rolled to one side, two eyes like black holes looking aggrieved toward the horizon. Just a moment ago, he had been Shawu Incarnate, revered by all. A complete, solid, holy body ruined in a flash, forever irrecoverable. Tu Lala felt deep self-reproach. If he had been able to see the Pope beforehand he believed that, with his reputation, he could have persuaded him to wake Shawu up in the right way. The Pope, after all, wouldn’t want the holy body ruined. Unfortunately it was too late. Too late. All because he had been without a spare energy box, because of his damned negligence. 

			He prostrated himself low on the ground, sadly confessing his guilt to Shawu Incarnate. 

			He rose and carefully collected Shawu’s skeleton. Why? No idea. He had no purpose, just wanted to drive away the sorrow and regret in his heart with unconscious action. Not until 2,000 years later, when scientists used genetic technology (in the huge batch of disks Shawu had left behind there were detailed explanations) to extract Shawu’s genes from the remaining skeleton and revived him, did the Shawu People genuinely marvel at Tu Lala’s foresight. 

			* * *

			The following 1,000 years were Planet Shawu’s dark ages. Frantic believers smashed everything connected to science. Even the energy boxes the Shawu People had once widely used were taken as blasphemous magic and were all smashed. Free science suffered a hard blow to the head, declined, and never recovered. Only 1,000 years later did it slowly regain vitality. 

			The Shawu Church, however, had reached its peak. They still believed in Shawu, but Shawu Incarnate was no longer called the messenger of the Great God Shawu. He became a false god, a sinning god.

			Believers added one sentence to their prayers: “I believe the Great God Shawu is the only supreme Lord of Heaven and Earth. I despise false gods, he is not the incarnation of the Great God.” 

			However, a small sect secretly sprouted in the Shawu Church. Called the Atonement sect, they say its preacher was an untouchable, a revived drop-dead. They continued to believe in Shawu Incarnate as the messenger of the Great God and the creator of the Shawu People. They carefully kept two relics. One was a charred skull, the other a platinum statue. The doctrines of the Atonement sect regarding the dispute over Shawu’s death said that Shawu Incarnate was truly the incarnation of Shawu, and had originally intended to bring Planet Shawu supreme happiness. But he was mistakenly killed by the Shawu People, so happiness passed the Shawu People by. 

			Although the new Pope Qi Kaka issued a harsh suppression decree, believers in the Atonement sect increased daily, because the doctrines of the Atonement sect awakened people’s consciences, awakened a sense of guilt hidden deep in their hearts. As for the Church’s suppression, the Atonement sect made no open protest. They spread quietly, collected everything related to science everywhere: broken energy boxes, bits of the Holy Car, fragmented drawings and texts, etc. After the hundred-and-eighty-year-old preacher of the Atonement sect passed away, no one understood these things anymore, but they still stubbornly kept them, because the preacher had once said that when Shawu Incarnate was revived in the next millennium, they would be useful. 

			The Atonement sect only believed in the Old Testament of the Holy Book and abandoned the New Testament. They added new prayers to the Old Testament: 

			Shawu Incarnate overstepped his authority to create the Shawu People, so Father Star punished him. 

			Shawu People who killed Shawu Incarnate, were you authorized by Father Star?

			Shawu People, you killed your birth father, you have sinned. 

			You shall bear the burden of original sin generation after generation until Shawu Incarnate returns. 

		

