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            EDITOR’S LETTER
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         In China, writing is a calling. We go where the language goes. Literature is the means of our discovery, our determination, and our desire. As the nation tangles with currents of rapid change, hurried now by intelligent technologies and pursuits of economic development, it is important to remember that the dedications of its writers are ancient. They say to us: as long as there is the impetus to put a mind into language, there is someone to hear those words—across time, across demarcations, across divides. This anthology is the acknowledgment that the world is listening.

         To select from the Chinese language’s vast repositories… Well, it’s anything but simple. For as long as it has existed, literature in China has always been something of a grand occasion, with each of its innumerable contributors an essential element (imagine an ocean being separated into droplets). In our past curations, we’ve faced this vastness with equal parts reverence and trepidation, knowing that at any time, an extraordinary voice could be emerging amidst the canals and rivulets of the literary landscape. As the saying goes, masters are hidden amongst the masses. So in addition to lauded authors, we also read widely in search of singular, independent approaches to the Chinese language—artisans who work in the exquisite methods of gemstones, porcelain, silk. This is the wishful thinking we indulge in as editors, but also as readers and intimates of letters.

         For this compilation, we only set ourselves a few guidelines. The work had to be excellent; the writer had to have a point of view that is under-explored in the Anglosphere; there had to be a balance of genders; and the language must be so special that it has the potential to torture translators. This final aspect came only from our love for the Chinese language—which, like all languages, has a singular soul, a force drawn from its age and its malleability throughout time. The more a writer is able to tap into that soul, the more difficult the piece would inevitably be to translate. We loved the lines that made viiius think: “How could this ever be said in English?” We looked for voices that made us consider Chinese in its ever-changing, ever-individualizing forms, because that is how writing transcends textuality to present itself as a wonder of the mind, emerging in such surprising forms… Also, we knew our translators—themselves writers, poets—would be up to the task.

         We considered what would be the most impactful, surprising, or moving for the purveyors of world literature. Admittedly, we wanted to change the way that English readers approach Chinese writing. Beyond the expected stories of revolutionary tragedy, soulless oligarchy, or oriental romanticisms, we set our focus on choosing works that embody the contemporary spirit of experimentation and stylistic flair, intending to introduce textual inventions that indicate towards the nation’s sheer variety and polyphony. And to tell you about these pieces…

         
             

         

         It must be acknowledged that every writer working in the Chinese language is held to account by the vast annals of history, and the three who have taken this task to heart are San San, Chen Chuncheng, and Li Hongwei. San San’s period piece, “Lady Wei's Dream,” seems at first typical of a classic work, but soon cracks open to reveal a treatise on destiny and a formidable account of feminine strength, drifting from lush poeticisms to startling revelations. On the opposite side of time, Chen Chuncheng has his eye cast on the future. In his story, “Mass of Dream of the Red Chamber,” he poses a hypothesis: if the most cherished tome of the Chinese canon were to be destroyed, what would happen to us? Elements of science fiction and fantasy are used to deconstruct and reconstruct the reverberations of iconic works, building an enthralling narrative of epistemological and political conquest. As for Li Hongwei, his piece, “Pulling Thunder,” ranges across the tenets of Daoism, Buddhism, and divination in a story of mystical technique; this profound story questions the role of human life amidst the uncertainty of magic—which is perhaps something we've invented only to extend our own curiosities.

         Our stories must rest just above or beneath reality, without mimicking its contours exactly. What one expects from literature is a degree away from direct experience, a distance by which we are given some room for discovery. The excerpt from Huo Xiangjie’s novel, Stellar Corona, recounts the tale of a southern family and their development across generations, from the first colony to the latter half of the nineteenth century, when Chinese culture experienced tremendous shifts with the influx of external influence. Through his incantatory prose, the intricacies of an enormous, interconnected ixworld are forged through a single clan’s ancestral presence. Similar complexities also appear in the excerpt from Lu Yuan’s novella, The Large Moon and Other Affairs, which sees a new world held within the apocalypse; celestial phenomena merge with dreamy phantasmagoria to portray a global collapse that is, despite its strangeness, still all too vivid in our era of climate devastation and international crises. Lastly, in “History in Bomi Time,” the young writer Li Jiayin constructs a narrative around the fictional Bomi tribe, applying anthropological methodology with the micro-histories of independent invention, reflecting the contradictions within our contemporary evaluation of history.

         Daily life often finds its way into surrealism and absurdity, and the two writers who most closely approach this chaotic tableau are Suo Er and Da Tou Ma, exemplifying their profound ability to soar unimpeded across narrative boundaries. While it initially appears to be describing the pedestrian routines of a married couple, Suo Er’s “Man and Wife” veers in its latter half; turns out that the young people trying to make a living in the city are still harboring nostalgic thoughts of a profound, rural order. As for Da Tou Ma, the young, tired characters of “Catcher in the Rye” are similarly awash in the urban tide, attempting to find some enduring meaning amidst the nihilism of spectacle. Salinger’s presence in the title is part of a greater puzzle in the author’s 2020 collection, Nine Stories, in which she takes on the themes of nine Western literary works, intuitively rendering a collision of cross-cultural themes.

         As for the six poets we’ve selected, they range across four generations of writing. The first is Ma Xu, born in the late fifties, who has applied his incisive consciousness to avant-garde poetics for the last forty years. Guided by his distinctive style, readers can pass through the lines to arrive at the center of his thinking, which, in the topography of poetry, is also a peak by which to look over the linguistic vistas. Representatives from the next generation—poets born in the seventies—are Jiang Li and Du Lulu. Jiang expresses a clear dialectical intelligence in his pieces, cohering imagery with philosophical practice. Du, who has been active in many channels of Chinese-language poetry, writes of the deceptively true paradoxes of contemporary life, substantiated through her presence as a proud woman poet. Fu Wei and Jia Wei are born in the nineties, and as such, their elegant, surprising work characterizes both a deep immersion in poetic tradition and the urge of any contemporary writer to free themselves from past convention. As for the mysterious poet Tan Lin, when we felt the need to incorporate a poet who writes in form—someone approaching modern aspects with the ancient temperament of ephemerality, precision, and perfection—he came immediately to mind.

         Additionally, we’ve included two essayists in this volume. Mao Jian has long been xrenowned for her cultural and film criticism, and in her moving memoir, “No One Sees the Grasses Growing,” she recalls the eighties and nineties, a time of unconstrained artistic prosperity for both the nation and the author, then a university student in Shanghai. As for the writer Hei Tao, his pieces are paintings of Jiangnan’s dense and vivid hues. Since its very beginnings, China has distinguished between its northern and southern regions, and here, Hei draws our attention to the warm valleys and waters that raised him, the residences, courtyards, tools, plants, relatives, and sages that appear now as if in a dream. They are elegies for the lost things of the south, and through them passes not only sorrow, but a profound love and reverence.

         In bringing all of these writers to the page, we are profoundly grateful to our translators, who have worked tirelessly to untangle images from their representations, emotions from their grammatical constraints, and philosophy from that strange liminal space between the word and the ineffable. Their effort indicates a truth that literature can learn from physics: nothing is ever destroyed—it simply changes forms.

         
             

         

         Perhaps to absolve ourselves from what Baudelaire called the ennui of modernity, there is only literature—its creation, its translation—because this work still requires equal parts passion and intelligence, dedication and discovery. It demands that its practitioners draw harmony in isolation, negotiating between the mind and some kind of light in the distance.

         The human ability to bring forth pasts, futures, visions, dreams, alternative realities, and unconquerable landscapes… Well, it used to be a power belonging to the gods, and here we do it with only words.
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            MASS IN DREAM OF THE RED CHAMBER

         

         PRELUDE 

         On a spring night in the fourteenth year of the Wanli Era, something strange happened in the palace. Emperor Shenzong dreamt of a white crane landing beneath the sophora tree in the courtyard’s northeastern corner. There, it turned into a crippled old priest and circled the tree once before seeing a spot on the ground, upon which he exclaimed, There it is! Then he bent down and began digging at the dirt with his hands. The emperor saw him from the shadows and shouted: Who’s there? The priest looked to him with a smile, then turned back into a crane and flew away.

         When the Emperor woke up the next morning, he felt the dream lingering, and ordered his attendants to dig up the ground by that same sophora tree in the northeastern corner. What they found was a case made of stone, with a jade cup inside. Exquisite. Prismatic. Smoke whirling within it, as if from another realm. When Shen Shixing, a scholar from the Wenyuan Pavilion, was summoned to examine the object, he said that during the Hongwu Era, Timur had sent his envoys to the capital with a cup as tribute. Named the Cup of Worldly Illuminations, it holds a penetrating light, and if a saintly person were to take hold of that radiance, they would know the world. It had been hidden in the palace and eventually lost—but perhaps this was that Cup. Shenzong was smitten, he couldn’t put it down, night after night he fondled it under the moonlight until suddenly, he glimpsed in its depths some mirage, and came to realize the truth of all creation.

         In the following decades, he persevered with a tireless neglect to unsettle the empire’s foundations, opening the Ming Dynasty to utter decline. To quote directly from the history books: “The Ming Dynasty perished by way of Shenzong.” On his deathbed, the emperor hallucinated countless figures of foreign calvary swarming in through the 3breaches of his empire, and the face of a man—whose name was Cao—blinked briefly amidst the crowd. He then knew that the secret mission of his life was complete, and he died in peace.

         I 

         After a perfect victory, a prison inside Taozhi Mountain was discovered by my troops. Over half of the peak had been hollowed out by this structure, but its entrance was well-camouflaged. In Jiao Datong’s time, the fortress held detainees while they awaited trial, and when the doors of hundreds of caves were pried open one by one, it was discovered that most of the inmates had long perished. On an autumnal afternoon of November 4876, I received instructions to leave my formation in the peace parade and fly my plane eastward. By the time I arrived at Taozhi, it was sunset, and the peachy walls of the cavern had been dyed a deep rust by the dying light. The grasses languished in the wind. The land languished within itself. After leading me into the reference room, the officer in charge handed me the relevant documents, and after dinner, I went through the prisoners’ papers. One particularly thick file, labeled “HXH,” caught my attention. The name of the prisoner had been redacted, and his year of birth was marked as 1980. Assuming this wasn’t some bureaucratic error, that birthdate would make him the longest living creature on earth. I thought of an old rumor: around sixty years ago, in a museum, an ancient man named Chen Xuanshi suddenly woke up from his vegetative state. Afterwards, he wrote a novel dedicated to the then-global president, Jiao Datong. Jiao gave the work high commendations, and the news reported of people trying desperately to get their hands on it. I did a bit of research to see what had really happened, discovering that the text had only gone through one edition, and most of the copies were forcibly distributed to students. It was not held in high regard, and has since disappeared from circulation. There hasn’t been any word on Chen Xuanshi since. When I checked the publication date of that book, it was only two weeks before the day that this unnamed prisoner entered these confines.

         In a dim, musty room of stone, I met that ancient prisoner. His large face was mostly buried beneath a filthy mound of hair, and he was nearly blind. Still, I hoped that he would feed me some long-lost pieces of the past. He was dazed and took a while to issue his responses, as if he had just wandered back into his body after a lengthy escapade, but still, he spoke smoothly. It didn’t seem like he had been alone for so many years, but perhaps he was simply accustomed to his own company. He told me: My memory is 4getting worse and worse, and now I only remember two stories—my life, and that of a novel. The first is unremarkable, worn out by the years, and passes in a blur; the second is incomparable, growing ever-longer in the dark, and has yet to come to a close… Rather than that unnamed novel, I indicated that I'd like to hear the story of his life. Our conversation, interrupted several times by his physical condition, lasted seven days. The following is the transcription of what he said to me, and in order to maintain its original form, no errors, omissions, or temporal inconsistencies have been corrected.

         ONE 

         After breakfast, a well-mannered young man came by my bed to see me. He gently asked how I was doing, and if it was a good time to answer some questions—they wanted to understand some things about our generation. I said it was fine, and followed him out of the patient room, heading towards the door at the very end of the hallway. The lights glinted all silver, and the ornaments along the walls seemed technologically advanced, like we were inside a spaceship. No windows. I walked and thought of what I would say. I could sing some old songs that were popular in my day, or talk about that one time I met Eason Chan, or even recite the names of over two hundred Pokémon. That last one might be of some value, I thought, because when I woke up in the gallery of objects from the twenty-first century, there was a Pikachu figurine in the display case next to me. Maybe it’s become a kind of divinity, like the qilin. Besides, I knew nothing of the turbulent international relations or the socio-economic developments of my era. Maybe I could put on a Tang Lusun impression, and talk about the food we ate back then.

         There were two reasons that the room shocked me as soon as I entered it. First, it was clearly an interrogation room, and second, interrogation rooms apparently have not changed for thousands of years. A large mirror took up nearly an entire wall, and I knew that behind it, someone was studying me. The walls were made of soundproof materials, and there was an extremely bright lamp on the steel tabletop. They asked me to sit—a few faces submerged in brightness. They were piercing. I turned my head, and saw a skinny man looking back at me from the mirror. I used to be fat, but they said that I had shed all the weight in my sleep. It all felt like an illusion, like watching a film starring someone else. The nightmare of not knowing what would happen next. A voice coldly asked:

         Have you ever read Dream of the Red Chamber?

         Huh? Yes.5

         How many times?

         Once or twice.

         Is it once or is it twice?

         Once in high school. Then re-read some chapters in my second year of university.

         They seemed to get worked up. One of them hurried out, not even bothering to fully close the door, and I thought I could hear the low sounds of cheering. The same young man who had led me here asked with great gravity: Can you repeat it? I thought he wanted me to repeat what I just said, but he interrupted me. Then I understood: they wanted me to repeat Dream of the Red Chamber. I told them that this was impossible, that it's a story with a great many intertwining narratives, and anyway, so much time has passed. They seemed to be prepared for this response. A few of them came and held me down, fitting some kind of machine on my head. An electric current passed through my temples, and it was as if a million little golden snakes were darting around my brain. This will help you remember, they said. I was screaming from the pain. They were shouting in unison: Focus your energies, think of Dream of the Red Chamber! And with that I could almost see towers and pavilions, suspended in cloud-smoke, a group of men and women walking in the gardens, they were laughing, sighing, cursing, reciting beautiful lines of poetry, anxiously weeping, then disappearing into a flurry of snow… I managed to spit out a few words: Nüwa, daoshi, Jiayu Village, stone, a serene and wealthy village… And then I lost consciousness.

         After keeping me on the machine for a few days, they finally determined that I was unable to systematically recite the entire novel, and even my summarizations were jumbled. So they began another line of questioning: What is the central idea of Dream of the Red Chamber? I said: I don’t know—is there a central idea? They weren’t convinced, and pressed on: It’s said that in your time, Dream of the Red Chamber was a mandatory text for students, and countless studies have been done on it, so someone must have brought up a central idea—even if it’s just your guess. With a hint of kindness, the young man said to me: You see, Dream of the Red Chamber has been lost for a long time. Now there are only a few stray fragments drifting amongst the populace. It’s very unusual that it wasn't saved, because some people still herald it as a great work, and certain anarchist groups even consider it a bible. My bosses are hoping that you’ll be able to help us restore the text—of course we want to maintain its original integrity, but we’d also like to clean it up a bit, trim it, and use it to propel some positive energy into our new era. If we succeed, it’ll be the event of the century, and a great boost to our president. Which country’s president? I asked. The world’s, the young man replied. At 6the moment, the project seems like it’ll be difficult to accomplish. We’ll have to just use the major characters and narrative pieces you gave us, and write a new Dream of the Red Chamber. The experts are on it, so don’t worry about that. Your job now is to remember the central idea. Still perplexed, I asked him why. He hesitated and looked to another person, who said: Tell him.

         The young man then continued: There’s some evidence indicating the existence of a theory—or a formula or a proverb—hidden inside Dream of the Red Chamber. Some people believe that if we're to carry such a concept over to state affairs, to economic or technological development, it might have some miracle effect. No matter if that's true or not, management has asked us to pry the idea out of you, so please be cooperative. With that, he pressed down once more to activate the machine.

         The little golden snakes bit at me, and in the pain, I indistinctly recalled a half-sentence I had read in my school days. Stuttering, I recited: Evidence that a decaying feudal society is destined to perish. . . I’m not sure why, but they grew furious at this, as if the words had stomped on them. They said I was speaking nonsense, and increased the currents. Once again, I was gone.

         TWO 

         The first time I saw her, it struck me that beauty really does connect the present with the past, that it is immune to time. The ancient, tired metaphors suddenly awakened against her figure: autumn waters, white jade, hibiscus buds, new gleam of frost. She came in, and the door closed silently behind. Paired with that face, the slate grey of her military uniform shone with the wonder of dissonance, like a flowering branch sticking out of a trash heap. She walked up, put her bag to one side, and began to undress. I could guess the intentions behind the act; Dream of the Red Chamber may have been lost, but the trappings of loveliness are not. After a thousand years of sleep and several days of interrogation, it was as if my body had forgotten how to exercise its instincts, but the glaciers were beginning to thaw. I started to unbutton my shirt, hoping she wouldn't force me to give her the central idea of Dream of the Red Chamber prior to the act, but soon saw that beneath her uniform was a bodysuit of some kind, more suitable for diving than for fantasy. She rolled her eyes and said: Behave—I just came to save you. I stared at her. She knelt down and looked at her wrist, where an image similar to a watch face floated up. Then she opened her bag, took out a lipstick, and drew a circle on the ground. I looked over suspiciously in time to see the red outline turn suddenly black, 7beginning to emit a noxious smoke. She stood up, stomped her foot, and that whole round piece of flooring fell away. A piercing alarm rang out from somewhere. Footsteps came thundering from outside the door. I carefully stuck my head into the hole, seeing only waves beneath us. It was only then that I realized—I’ve been on a spaceship this whole time, passing over some lake or sea. She took hold of me and jumped.

         I said to myself, If this is a dream, the descent will definitely wake me. But the feeling of her hair against my face was so gentle and clear. In the middle of that thought, I suddenly felt cold all over.

         THREE 

         As for the assets, it wouldn’t be right to say that I lost them alone. Actually, my grandfather and father (may they rest in peace) also played their roles. The 2008 financial crisis had finally put an end to the Chen family’s precarious comforts, and to repay our debts, I had to sell yachts, planes, and even auction off the estate upon which we had lived for generations.

         When I cleared out our collections, going over the exquisite pieces that had surrounded me my whole life, I couldn’t help but get emotional in front of the household staff. As I wandered around, a box made of white jade caught my attention. It sat in the shadows behind a grandfather clock of ebony wood and a gilded bronze incense burner, looking like nothing I’d ever seen before. When I picked it up, it felt like ice in my hands, and upon lifting the lid, a fragrance and a chill wafted out in one wisp. Inside was a little vial, lustrous and green. About the size of a snuff bottle, it looked like a container for medicinal oils. Also inside the box was a sheet of wax paper printed with a cloud pattern, inscribed with the fine ornate characters of my grandfather’s unmistakable hand: “Purchased in the fall of 1950 and said to have come from a stone chamber at the western foot of Taihang Mountain. Ingredients unknown, but suspected to be what is called a ‘mountain wine.’ Dates back thousands of years, likely spoilt. Not for drinking, for admiration only. Chen Qiaowang.”

         The cap of the bottle seemed to be intact, but a slightly bitter, herbaceous perfume leaked temptingly from the mouth. Impelled by my natural inclination for greed and hedonism—not to mention the despair of bankruptcy—I opened the bottle. The contents had already congealed to the texture of jelly, and dissolved easily in my mouth. A shudder ran through me. Afterwards, I had the vague vision of moss flowing along the carpets, lichen dangling from the chandelier. A few elk jumped in my direction, 8nipping the grass at my feet. Then the ground suddenly began a soft collapse, and the walls hurtled towards me. Before passing out, the last vision I had was of the ceiling’s patterns, their elaborate symmetry.

         FOUR 

         The moon was out, and the ginkgo gave off a careless perfume, the soothing scent of aged books. I slept awhile in that fragrance. When I woke up, a golden-yellow shadow was spread out before me, interspersed with sparks, and in my daze I deduced it as moonlight, split first by the branches and again by the fallen leaves, scattering as finely as frost. Beside me came the sound of her breathing. We had been lying side by side upon the thick carpet of gingko for who knows how long, but soon she said in a low voice: We can head up now. Then we climbed out from the piles, brushing the speckles of foliage from our bodies, and in that nebulous lunar glow, she led me towards the forest depths.

         This woman with the name of Xi Chunhan had pulled me out from the waters a few hours prior. I didn’t think that the current would be so strong, and despite knowing how to swim, I'd swallowed quite a few mouthfuls of water. We burrowed through the dense woods, heading to the mountains, and she told me that this river, which she called the Rapids, flowed into twelve tributaries. She had purposefully jumped at the point where it split, and any troops they send after us would have to follow each individual stream in their search. I followed her through the trees, over a hill wrapped in mist. After walking for an hour in a chasm cracked into the cliffs, an immense mountain range, glittering gold, appeared before me. Nearly all the surrounding peaks were replete with the thick trunks of gingko. Their fallen leaves came up to our knees at their most shallow, and could swallow us whole at their depths. She seemed to know the way, traversing the forest with the acuity of a deer, and despite tagging closely behind, I still managed to step into a hollow patch. As I treaded fiercely with all four limbs, I sank deeper and deeper. She had no choice but to stop and come back, but suddenly a faint sound of wings came fluttering through the dying light, and she suddenly twisted and tackled me. We fell together, disappearing into the leaves. Just as I was about to struggle, she whispered into my ear: Don’t move, and don’t make a sound. It’s a Greenbird. What kind of bird? A drone shaped like a bird.

         We held perfectly still until it was dark. It felt like something from one of Pu Songling’s ghost stories—being alone with such a woman on a desolate mountain 9night. The events of the past few days had been so ridiculous that if the woman were to reveal herself as a fox at that exact moment, it would’ve been of no surprise to me at all. Such nonsensical thoughts spun through my head until fatigue caught up. The dim fragrance of the gingko, along with the crisp sounds that crackled whenever our bodies shifted, it all came to feel like we were asleep in some old book, one of those long-forgotten texts that no one ever finds. So when she urged me to get up, I hesitated, taking my time. She called me twice, loudly from above, until I finally stretched out my hands. She grabbed them and pulled me to the surface.

         After walking for another half hour, the woods grew even denser. Only silver threads remained of the moon, quivering between the leaves, and a chill came over the air. A bird sang its gurgling song, sometimes far away, sometimes near. Occasionally, more leaves drifted down, and when their shadows passed through the moonlight, they briefly shone. It was as if they made up a real river and we were wading through, with the ground rustling beneath us. Seeing the apparently infinite expanse of ranges, of ginkgoes, I couldn’t help but comment, I didn’t think that the environment would be in such good shape. She casually responded, It’s because the Second War cut the human population by half. The Second War? I was shocked. Wasn’t the Second World War ancient history? The Second Interplanetary War, she said. It ended thirty years ago. We fought back the alien colonizers and rebuilt everything. She suddenly stopped. We’ve arrived.

         Ahead of us was an empty field—a small void within the thickets. We’d come to the utmost depths of the forest, and the silver trees around us were abnormally giant, as if stretching all the way up to the gilded skies. A few leaves glistened at the places where moonlight could touch, and apart from that, the entire forest was weighted in darkness, like a palace stripped of its gold veneer. She walked up to one of the ginkgoes, knocked a few times against the bark, and leaned close into a small peephole, carved into the trunk at her height. Softly, she said: I’ve brought it back. No one in pursuit. From the hole came a startling voice, deep and masculine: Lucid dream-speak, a cauldron’s tea-smoke veering to green. Xi Chunhan replied: Slant wind-force, a window’s bamboo-shade lending down the cold.

         I felt a slight tremble beneath my feet, and in that empty field, the leaves piled along the ground began to slowly rise. Like the sands along a dune, they slid down the sides of a structure emerging—the yellow ceramic tiles of a sloping roof. Gradually, it rose up until an entire temple stood facing us, whole. The leaves kept pouring along its angled shape, drops of a yellow rain. I looked up to read the plaque above the door, its black 10lacquered text inscribed not with the name of a temple, but “The Village of Yellow Leaves.”

         The doors opened, and a crowd of figures darted out to greet us.

         FIVE 

         As for the disappearance of Dream of the Red Chamber, it started almost as soon as the text was finished. Everything after chapter eighty had been lost while its author was still alive, and only two mysterious individuals named Zhi Yanzhai and Ji Husuo had ever read the manuscript in its entirety. In our time, many editions circulated simultaneously, and each was different. We called this phenomenon Chaos. The disappearance seemed to have occurred simultaneously in print, in virtuality, and in memories, evolving surreptitiously for several generations. This was called the Age of Diffusion. Several conflicts exacerbated the process, and after the First (Interplanetary) War, the text became extremely difficult to understand because many passages had gone missing. When the authorities decided on a rewrite, they also took the opportunity to redact some of its more obstructive elements and any morbid passages, aiming to transform it into a classic that could rouse the spirit of prosperity and urge its readers towards self-improvement. The leading scholars and writers of the time were gathered in a committee to complete this task, and later on, researchers would point to this as the definitive Final Destruction of Dream of the Red Chamber. On the same night that the rewrite was to begin, many households who had kept copies of the text reported a sound like porcelain cracking apart, coming from their shelves in the smallest hours. The next day, along the pages of Dream of the Red Chamber, there remained only a mess of strokes and radicals, like corpses rotting at the site of a great battle.

         In the very many years that followed, there were several half-hearted attempts to revive Dream of the Red Chamber. This is what we called Terminal Lucidity. About fifty years after the Final Destruction, while chiseling a piece of jadeite, a craftsman found eight faint characters of sigillary script in the outer layer of the gemstone, as if they had been growing there since the ancient days: “Near, close, keep me and live forever young.” Some people thought it was a trick planted by the Red Chamber Committee, intending to publicize the text’s miraculous nature. One morning, ten years later, a panda in a zoo suddenly pulled out the bamboo from its mouth and recited to the onlookers, “I’ve seen this young maiden before.” Then it went back to eating as if nothing had happened. Even though a considerable number of people attributed the incident 11to hallucination, the panda underwent a meticulous examination, which returned only results of the most definitive normalcy. Afterwards, it only ever made panda noises. Around the same week, an astronaut was walking around on Pluto, and noticed a series of irregular white scars along the surface of the ice. He took a photo, and upon returning to Earth, he connected the impressions on the image with a pen. What came out was a strand of writhing text, straight from chapter nineteen: “If I had known that they would all go, I would’ve never come.” The few elders who had been alive prior to the Final Destruction claimed that they had seen these lines before, that they perhaps came from Dream of the Red Chamber, but it couldn’t be verified. The appearance of such lines were utterly unpredictable, incomprehensible, as if they had materialized from the very depths of matter. Some believed that these events constituted a prelude to the text’s resurrection—a few slivers of verdure gesticulating from a forest reduced to ashes—but the truth was that they were the echoes of a grand symphony, because nothing similar would happen ever again.

         And those words, so much like scripture, could only be kept in the mind, passed from mouth to mouth, and inscribed from memory. Secretly they traveled the world in the form of remnants, and it alarmed the authorities, who confiscated and burned them upon discovery. The edict forbidding the private discussion, research, or worship of Dream of the Red Chamber was issued at that time.

         SIX 

         Yan Tongbei was sitting alone in the foyer, drinking tea from a gaiwan. Seeing me, he asked: Why are you awake? Couldn’t sleep? I replied: I thought I felt an earthquake. After being on the road for most of the day, I was exhausted—as soon as I got to the guest room, my head hit the pillow, and I was out. I wasn't sure how much time had gone by, but I suddenly felt the boards of the bed shake slightly before stilling again. Unable to go back to sleep, I thought I might as well take a look around. Yan Tongbei said, It’s not an earthquake. The ground shakes a bit when we start up, but it stays steady during normal operations. He told me that the temple was actually a subterranean carrier—it could move underground, and also occasionally surface in the guise of a secluded temple, which helped with air circulation. Most of the time, it was in motion. Frequent location changes were necessary for security reasons. Turns out that the group of people who put the machine on me had never stopped going after the Red Chamber Committee, of which Yan Tongbei was the vice president. He looked mixed-race, but had a Chinese-style 12distinction to him, a Chen Daoming type. Everyone was introduced to me by Xi Chunhan. The president was named Hong Yiku—he was old, with one eye. The secretary was Li Mangmang, chubby and kind. The carrier was piloted by two monks whom everyone called Captain Mu and Pilot Hui, their Buddhist names being Ben Mu and Ben Hui. Most of the directors were women: Zhang Miaomiao (Li Mangmang’s wife), Shexing, Tanyan, Fenhua. These might’ve been aliases or code names, and I wasn't given many opportunities to match them with faces. Apparently this group was just the permanent staff of the base, and there were plenty of other members, typically roaming around undercover, each with their own false identity. Xi Chunhan told me that the Red Chamber Committee became an underground organization after being heavily persecuted in the thirty-second century. Something similar to the Ming Cult or the Tiandihui, I thought.

         Yan Tongbei poured me some tea. I raised my cup for a taste, finding that the flavor was slightly different from what I remembered of my time—sweeter. We talked for some time, and came to the topic of my deep, enduring sleep. I explained that it was like I had taken some kind of strange medicinal wine. Zhongshan wine, he nodded. It’s said that drinking it freshly brewed can keep you drunk for three years. You must’ve had a strong, aged batch.

         He told me that in the past few thousand years, my metabolism had slowed down exponentially, similar to that of an animal in hibernation. Originally, I had been laid up in a medical institute, and they fed me intravenously while conducting their research, hoping to salvage the formula of Zhongshan wine. Nothing worked, however, and when the institute went bankrupt, I was sold illegally to a private collector, eventually ending up in a special exhibition hall at the museum, enjoying national-treasure status as an ancient corpse. Slapping a hand down on the table, I exclaimed, No wonder. I was thinking about how I woke up with a piece of jade in my mouth, all dressed up in a golden burial suit. So they thought I had died. He responded, Because previously, it was determined that there was no chance of you waking up, so even though Jiao Datong had deluded himself into thinking that he could use Dream of the Red Chamber for his own benefit, he never thought of the twenty-first century body sleeping right in front of him. I said that the name sounds peculiar. Who’s Jiao Datong? The president of the universe? He nodded and replied, He had a lot of hope when you unexpectedly woke up. I heard that he thought of you as an auspicious omen. I mentioned that they wanted to create a new version of Dream of the Red Chamber, which sent Yan Tongbei into a rage.

         Suddenly the thought recurred to me, and I couldn’t help but ask: So what is the 13central idea of Dream of the Red Chamber? Yan Tongbei didn’t answer, and instead he directed a smile past me. I heard a hoarse voice coming up from behind:

         There is no central idea of Dream of the Red Chamber, because it is already the center of everything. And neither can we extract any meaning from it, because it itself is the meaning of the universe.

         A figure, leaning against a cane, walked out from the shadows. White hair, one eye. Hong Yiku.

         SEVEN 

         In our time, people generally thought of the universe as some combination of aimless time and aimless space, and they were at peace with that. But the Red Chamber Committee did not feel the same. Aristotle believed that there was an entelecheia hidden within the world’s movements—some ultimate purpose pursued by all beings, which constituted the base driving force. Laplace thought that the Big Bang introduced the first batch of variables to continuous time, which in turn ascertained a second batch, which in turn ascertained a third… As such, the universe in its entirety was determined in that first cosmic instant. The doctrine of the Red Chamber Committee had been forged by merging the philosophies of these two thinkers with their own adulation of Dream of the Red Chamber: the meaning of the universe is the text itself. The doctrine posited that there is a guiding thread amidst the darkness, woven from every single individual fate, which emerged amidst the chaos that was the world before creation, and had furtively wound its way between every object, every being, stretching forth across the immense expanse of time. At the moment of creation, it ignited, and that spark continuously pushed itself onwards, passing through the dynasties, burning all the way up towards Dream of the Red Chamber’s completion (they call this the Red Point) until—boom—the universe reached its most glorious, most splendid peak. After that, everything headed down a long descending slope, a slow decline. Dream of the Red Chamber began to dissipate at the second of its realization, and when it disappears entirely, the universe will follow with its own obliteration.

         The Red Chamber Committee believed that everything prior to the Red Point was preparation for Dream of the Red Chamber, and everything in the aftermath of the Red Point was the text’s reverberation. Which is to say that every flame of the Battle of the Red Cliffs was lit for Dream of the Red Chamber; every scimitar raised behind Genghis Khan was aimed skyward for Dream of the Red Chamber; the Song dynasty woman 14weeping for no reason in the dying light of spring, her cries were Dream of the Red Chamber; no one had ever perished from war, famine, flood, or despair—everyone had died of Dream of the Red Chamber. Before the existence of Dream of the Red Chamber, the battles waged could be defined as that of slave-owners against feudalists, feudalists against the bourgeoisie, the many against the few, the north against the south, this man against that man, but truly there was only one kind of fight: forces that benefited the production of Dream of the Red Chamber against forces that did not benefit the production of Dream of the Red Chamber. Without a single exception, the former was always victorious, a series of triumphs leading towards Dream of the Red Chamber. In the same vein, everything after the Red Point was the extension and the prescience of Dream of the Red Chamber: the May Fourth Movement, the rise of rock n’ roll, the Internet Age, the First World War, even the Ten Thousandth World War, the unification of the Milky Way, the collapse of the galaxies, each insignificant conversation, each ripple in every teacup—it was all initiated by a line or a plot in Dream of the Red Chamber. The Ruminations Faction of the Red Chamber Committee thought of Dream of the Red Chamber as some gaseous element, floating about the world, cohering into words, then gradually separating, fusing into everything…

         The base formation of Dream of the Red Chamber is emptiness, then color, then emptiness. The Wuji cliffs of Dahuang Mountain are emptiness, “the white vastness of earth so clean” is also emptiness, and the Grand View Garden holds an aggregation of colors. Doubtlessly, the universe was constructed using Dream of the Red Chamber as its model—with the same symmetry. Its beginning and end are of nothingness, and in the middle is Dream of the Red Chamber, a masterwork of every hue. The symmetrical structure indicates that the disappearance of Dream of the Red Chamber is inevitable. “The white vastness of earth” did not only predict the dissipation of prosperity, but also the disappearance of language. Dream of the Red Chamber bounded towards us from the depths of all things, and will, in the end, diffuse back into the world. Because the banquet must end, he told me.

         I stared at Hong Yiku’s solitary eye. Trembling, I picked up my tea, and took a sip.

         EIGHT 

         With great care, they showed me the remaining fragments of Dream of the Red Chamber. Most of it was displaced sentences, copied out by hand, and the longest of the pieces contained several lines of dialogue and a regulated verse of poetry. They also had the 15very last page of the text, printed with the publisher information and price, and speckled with a few ocher spots of blood. I handed all of it back to them with both hands. When the remnants were returned to their secure location, they looked at one another, and Hong Yiku spoke up with a request. His tone was one of caution, but a hint of pride came through: he wanted me to restore Dream of the Red Chamber. It came as no surprise. For all the time and effort they had put into my rescue—not to mention the lecture—they definitely wanted something more than just a new member.

         I splayed out my hands and told them it was impossible, that I no longer remembered. They said there was a way, something to bring back the memories. Seeing my face tense up, Hong Yiku smiled and said: Don’t worry, no electricity involved.

         Yan Tongbei said they had information: a precious object was in the possession of some collector. While Xi Chunhan and I were making our escape, envoys had already been dispatched to make the purchase, and they should be back by now. The fear was of word getting out, as Jiao Datong and his thugs also had their eyes on the object. Just then, as Hong Yiku was absentmindedly preaching the doctrines, I had noticed Yan Tongbei’s furrowed brow, his many glances towards the telecommunications device on the wall. So that's why he had stayed up all night—he was waiting for someone.

         After thinking about it for a while, I asked Hong Yiku: You all have just said that Dream of the Red Chamber must disappear. According to that symmetrical universe theory of yours, before Dream of the Red Chamber came into the world, any act that was detrimental to its emergence would have failed; then, with its disappearance, shouldn’t anything that diverts from this process also fail? What’s the point of trying to recover it? Hong Yiku put down his cup and said, You’re pretty smart. Humanity was called to wait for, to suppress, to read, to ignore, to comprehend, to misunderstand, to worship, and to destroy Dream of the Red Chamber, right up until its complete disappearance. The turning of one’s back on destiny is included in destiny’s perpetuations. As for us, we just want to read the work. Even just to recover one line, to read that one line would give us one line’s worth of joy. He also said that even though Dream of the Red Chamber is the meaning of all things, the work itself is useless. The Red Chamber Committee never thought to sift any power or any new natural laws from its depths—or even to use it as some pretext for overthrowing Jiao Datong. Regimes have no meaning in the face of the universe. They simply wanted to peer at what history has called the most profound, most majestic, most complex, immense, thrilling, desolate, infinite book.

         To tell the truth, I couldn’t say if I believed this oblique dictum of the Red Chamber Committee, but I wasn’t repulsed by it. I was an amateur (in sciences and philosophy), 16and in my limited knowledge, I thought of each life as having a definitive moment—an instant that everything else seemingly leads up to. This could probably extend to the universe or its creator—there’s probably such a point for them as well, otherwise it would be somewhat unfair. It’s fine to say that the meaning of the universe is Dream of the Red Chamber, it would be fine to say it’s Mass in B-Minor, or Timely Clearing After Snowfall, or Slam Dunk, an icy cola, someone’s smile, someone’s kiss—it made no difference to me. Perhaps an icy cola is the meaning of some parallel universe, standing in opposition to this one. All to say, I could agree that the meaning of ours is Dream of the Red Chamber. I decided to try and help them.

         After some more tea, the sky began to brighten, and the other members of the Red Chamber Committee gathered in the hall. Xi Chunhan, having changed into a charming suit of emerald green, stood behind Yan Tongbei. Just as I was about to say something to her, the telecommunications device sounded in a string of beeps, some long, some short. Everyone held their breath in rapt attention. Li Mangmang murmured a code, and a frail female voice answered her. Captain Mu hurriedly raised the base above ground, and we all surged towards the entrance. This was my first time seeing Wu Wan-er. Her face and its Arab features hung with a strange pallor, and stray branches had made tatters of her clothes. She took out a small box from her waist. After handing it to Hong Yiku, it was as if her whole body deflated, and she collapsed.

         Yan Tongbei asked, Why are you alone? Where’s Mingyun?

         Her hands rose up to her face, covering it, and her shoulders began to shake.

         NINE 

         My stomach burned for two hours. When I opened my eyes, all was clear.

         The Remembrance Pearl was said to have been in the possession of the Tang historian Zhang Yue, and legend supposed that it could restore any forgotten memory, just by being held in the hand for a moment. Hong Yiku passed it to me and said, Rub it and you’ll understand. I took it—a blue-purple thing the size of a walnut. After massaging it for a bit, many things really did come back to me. I took the paths of memory down to my school years, flutteringly thinking of the woodgrain on my old desk, the sweet fragrance of a used eraser, the mole behind the ear of a girl I had secretly loved, right up until the cerise-hued cover of Dream of the Red Chamber swung before my eyes—I could see the words on the pages, but only a few lines came through in relief, the others were blurry as if out of focus… Yan Tongbei said that perhaps holding the Pearl in 17the hand wasn’t sufficient to release its full effects. The young woman named Zhang Miaomiao took out a prescription.

         The hall was well-stocked with Buddhist statues, incense burners, prayer mats—likely to supplement their facade of being an actual temple. Everyone sat down in a circle. I looked around for Wu Wan-er, but she wasn’t there. Perhaps still resting. While making her way back after picking up the Pearl, she and the man named Mingyun (her fiancée) had gotten caught by the subsidiary soldiers of the Department of Indoctrination. In trying to help her escape, he was shot at the scene, while she sustained some light injuries. In the morning, under Yan Tongbei’s guidance, Zhang Miaomiao had pounded the Remembrance Pearl into powder, then blended it with some strange medicine. After kneading the mixture to the size of an orange, she put it into a large metal sphere and hit the power switch. Hours had passed since; it was ready to be opened. I asked Xi Chunhan what it was doing, baking? Smiling, she said: You’re looking at some very advanced alchemy. I could've guessed—aside from its shiny exterior, that large sphere was built just like an athanor. Xi Chunhan said it was a prescription for the “Elixir Against Losses and Forgetting,” passed down from their predecessors in the Committee. It could substantially increase one’s ability for recollection. As she spoke, a faint plume of medicinal smoke rose up. Zhang Miaomiao messed around in the smoke for a while, then came back grinning, holding a small pill the size of a fish egg.

         With everyone’s encouragement, I ate it with considerable difficulty. It was spicy.

         By the time it began taking effect, dusk had fallen. As the fire in my stomach gradually burnt out, my mind was suffused with utter clarity, like someone had washed it with new-fallen snow. I tried to bring back some details from the past—they came to me immediately, shadowlessly. I secretly examined the varied days that made up the first half of my life, and saw them as starkly as the lines on my own palm. I saw events and the twinkling karmic chain between the events, weaving a golden, serpentine braid. I understood how my family had fallen into ruins: flashes and glimmers showed me that it was a business partner of my father’s who had plotted behind his back. I thought of long-gone naked bodies and their fluttering commitments; the phone numbers of every friend; the things my parents had said to me as an infant; the secrets I buried beneath a maple tree in the west side of the courtyard (Pokémon cards in a metal box); the silhouette of a green mountain seen on a clear morning through the windows of a train speeding by, the clothing of a woman standing on the platform… Suddenly a voice at my side reminded me that while the medicine was taking full effect, I shouldn’t let my mind wander. Concentrate on Dream of the Red Chamber. I listened. It was easy, 18like switching to another app on a phone. I closed my eyes and focused my energies. Not long after, that cerise-colored book hung solidly before me. I stretched out two formless hands, and opened the covers.

         TEN 

         At first, Dream of the Red Chamber appeared to me as an image. The paragraphs that had been carefully read through, the pages once merely glanced at—all of it was laid out before me, with the folds of the paper, the underlined passages, the stains, revealing themselves in the finest detail. I hurriedly sent someone for paper and pen. Typing would’ve impeded my observations. I just had to draw the pictures in my mind exactly as I saw them—it wasn’t writing so much as sketching. When it came to the characters I didn’t recognize, I just traced. I could even start from a word in the middle of the page and stray up or down. Everything started from this one line: “The first chapter Zhen Shiyin communes with spirits in a dream Jia Yucun thinks of his love amidst lonely misery…”

         Whenever I finished transcribing a page, I'd put my hand up, and someone would immediately come to retrieve it for replication. Each person was given a copy, and they all sat on their prayer mats, examining the papers in their hands. Save for the occasional sigh of admiration and the soft hisses of breathing, the great hall was quiet. I sat in front of the Buddha with my back to the crowd, writing with furious speed upon the incense table. For several days, I worked from sunup to sundown. They let me rest in the evenings, fearing that exhaustion might negatively affect the elixir’s potency, and I happened to discover that even in the late hours, light continued to seep through the various windows. From behind the glass's inlaid patterns came murmurs of recitation—they were staying up all night studying and memorizing the passages I had written out during the day. I couldn’t help but feel a sense of shame. The words they regarded as precious were simply a product of my mechanized output. Having only glided along the text's surfaces, I craved that same intoxication. I wanted to submit myself to the deep admiration of this miracle. On the second day, I began using a pen to survey the language, examining every detail that I had merely glanced at back then, and it greatly slowed the rate of my writing. Not long after, I became immersed. I finally fell into Dream of the Red Chamber, that wondrous realm, several thousand years after I had picked up the book for the first time.

         A few weeks later, I noticed that the temple’s residents were gradually increasing. 19Every day, as I sat copying in the hall, the space behind me surged with a deluge of bodies, and there were no longer enough prayer mats to go around. The nights saw a great number of people flooding the side chambers, the galleries, the drawing room, and every single individual would greet me with great deference. Xi Chunhan said that the news had spread to members all around the world, and they were gathering with hopes of seeing Dream of the Red Chamber in its original form. Those days were sweet, fleeting. After I finished my transcriptions, the hall would be brimming with devout enchantment, with manuscripts crowding the hands of the jubilant masses, like a scene from the days of Shakyamuni preaching his wisdoms. Whenever I put down my pen, flexing my wrists during a break, I could hear whispers streaming in from all directions: Is this the technique of the Golden Needle Searching Darkness? Or the technique of Wu Yi’s Nine Bends? It’s hard to imagine where such strange language comes from, it reads like something born of nature itself. That random passage from earlier connects here, such incredible foreshadowing—it really is the grass snakes and the grey threads, braiding veins traversing thousands of miles! I felt a sense of achievement like none I had ever felt before, as if I were the true author of Dream of the Red Chamber. When the yellow curtains of the hall hung low with brilliantly glimmering lamplight, someone would light a stick of incense, and I would feel a tremendous sense of peace and joy. I thought, thousands of years ago, there was also someone putting down a pen by an oil lantern, flexing his wrists, gazing at the ornate pavilions and the muddled peoples steadily rising from the page, feeling the glory of creation. There was a moment when I felt the gently closed eyes of the Buddha watching me. There was a moment when I felt that the gaze had come from Cao Xueqin.

         ELEVEN 

         They showed up during the fiftieth chapter.

         Everyone in the Grand View Garden was gathered to admire the plum branch that Baoyu had taken from Longcui Temple, and a discussion of the poetry was about to begin. The crowd had finished reading the page I just filled, and the hall was full of countless desiring eyes, watching over me. Just then, a muffled commotion sounded from above. Something shattering.

         Just then, I thought—could it be that because we’ve replicated Dream of the Red Chamber, the symmetry of the universe has been disrupted, and Judgment Day is being brought upon us? Tiles and clay fell in pieces, and animal shadows swooped down after 20them. Greenbirds. They shot from their heights, penetrating the layers of earth and breaking the roof above us, clamping their metal claws into each and every shoulder. In no time at all, every member of the Red Chamber Committee had been taken under their custody. One Greenbird perched by my neck and aimed its iron beak in my direction. Despite having come from the twenty-first century, I knew what I saw: the barrel of a gun. Xi Chunhan had told me that all across the globe, millions of Greenbirds patrolled the skies. While serving as surveillance, they were also weapons capable of significant destruction, and had even been installed with broadcasting functions, charged with singing the propaganda of Jian Datong and his grand achievements across city skies. An enormous Greenbird spread its steel wings, landing with a great animal force in the middle of the hall. Three people descended from its back, patting the dust from their grey uniforms: the head of the Department of Indoctrination, the commander of the subsidiary army, and a valiant man named Xue Chi. The rest of the soldiers streamed down from the large hole in the roof, and within a few seconds, the hall was full of them.

         As I stood frozen in astonishment, a woman collapsed and began wailing—Wu Wan-er. Mingyun, she shouted inconsolably towards a soldier in the ranks. From her screams we understood everything: Mingyun didn’t die, he was captured by the militia. Xue Chi must have used him to coerce Wu Wan-er into cooperating—she was to bring back the Pearl of Remembrance and wait for the Committee to gather, thus making it easy for the group to be captured in its entirety. They would’ve put some kind of tracking device on her. Together, the Red Chamber Committee stood with their heads bowed, utterly silent. Not a single person spoke out in blame of Wu Wan-er. Mingyun, in his uniform, seemed deaf to her cries, his expression utterly blank. Yan Tongbei stared at him, then turned and bellowed at Xue Chi: What did you do to him?

         Xue Chi laughed and said: If it is not a Holy Book. Mingyun immediately answered: Do not read it. Xue Chi then said: Sainthood and sagacity. Mingyun: Can be slowly attained. Xue Chi explained: I promised I wouldn’t kill her man, and I kept that promise. I even let him join our troops. But his mind was full of poison, so we helped clean him out again. He then pointed at me and said: Take him away. We’ll execute the others on the spot. As soon as the words left his lips, the Greenbird on Li Mangmang’s shoulder shot out a flaming beam from its mouth, disintegrating her on the spot into a spray of ashes, a slow fall. Every member of the Red Chamber Committee closed their eyes, and a low hum of recitation began to spread. I understood what they wanted: to die alongside their favorite passage, letting time stop inside those words. Some picked the part in which an evaluation of couplets is being held in the Grand View Garden. Some 21repeated the lines of “were flowers so eloquent, were jade so fragrant.” Some spoke the verses of the Begonia Poetry Society. Yan Tongbei repeated in a clear voice: Even if my life’s work were to disappear into an east-flowing stream, there would be not one sigh of regret. Only misguided fools fail to find contentment amidst incomprehensibility. Bang. Bang. Bang. The beams shot in all directions, and the ground wore a coat of ashes.

         Hong Yiku suddenly asked me: When everyone was critiquing the poems, my guess is that Xue Yuqin had the best work? I replied: Yes. He follows up: And then how did they honor him? I said: Daiyu and Xiangyun poured a small cup of wine and toasted to Yuqin. He asked: How did Yuqin respond? I said: That’s not in the text. Only a joke from Baochai follows—“The three pieces each had their own merit. You two have just tired of teasing me over the last two days, now you’ve moved on to him.” Hong Yiku nodded and said: Right. I was just thinking about how the scene would unfold. What a clever turn. Such a realistic tone. Good. Before his words could land, the beam glared, and Hong Yiku dissolved into nothingness.

         The hall echoed with the claps of gunfire. My shoulder was in tremendous pain—the iron claw drew blood. As I spoke with Hong Yiku, I had heard the quiet voice of Xi Chunhan, somewhere nearby. I couldn’t discern the exact words, but there was an ancient tranquility in her tone. When I gritted my teeth to turn in her direction, that emerald green shadow had already vanished. Her recitation still held mid-air, trembling. I don’t know why, but that voice has since echoed many times within the walls of this stone prison, and the vague perfume of gingko leaves always follows it.

         Striding through the hall of ashes, Xue Chi moved towards me. Behind him swelled millions of grey-clothed troops, Greenbirds blanketing the skies, Jiao Datong’s vicious grin, and a gently crumbling universe. The soldiers were burning every single fragment of the transcribed Dream of the Red Chamber. Xue Chi waved a hand as he approached, and the Greenbird on my shoulder flew to him. Stroking its body, he smiled and said: The new Dream of the Red Chamber has been finished—it was recovered under your management. Now we’ve got quite a few publicity events awaiting your attendance. He whistled, and the Greenbird swooped in, opening its mouth with a spray of blue-grey. My eyes flowered, and I was gone.

         TWELVE 

         I’m not sure why, but after the new book was published, Jiao Datong stopped his inquiries into the central idea of Dream of the Red Chamber. Perhaps he thought that if the 22book truly contained some kind of miraculous force, the Red Chamber Committee wouldn’t have been so easily eliminated, and thereby he lost interest. The new edition of Dream of the Red Chamber did not seem to achieve the results he had anticipated, and after a few months, they no longer took me for interrogations. Soon, I was forgotten in the stone chambers, with only an old guard, deaf and mute, to deliver my meals every day. After a long time, it seemed that he died, and a middle-aged guard, deaf and mute, replaced him.

         After being detained, I was injected with some kind of hallucinogenic, and they had me give a speech—probably with the intent of publicizing that their Dream of the Red Chamber was the very same as the one I had read in my time, to signify the complete success of the recovery plan under Jiao Datong’s care, and so on. In a daze, I did as they wanted, and my only memory is of a blurred, sweeping crowd nodding along, thundering applause, tall red banners—nothing else. When it was all over, I was thrown into this cell. After spending a few days crawling around, dizzy, vomiting, my mind gradually began to clear. When I thought of the dust and smoke rippling across the great hall, my heart felt as if it was being torn to pieces, and I wept. I attempted to recall the contents of Dream of the Red Chamber, and was grateful that it seemed to be with me still. Looking at those clear, unwavering, deeply black lines of handwriting in my head, tears came again to my eyes. They were right to warn me. While the Elixir Against Losses and Forgetting continued to work, I thought of Dream of the Red Chamber everyday, but now that the effects have worn off, hardly any of my other memories are within reach, and only Dream of the Red Chamber is safe. It remains.

         In the days and nights that followed, I lived inside Dream of the Red Chamber. My weakened body was thrown into a stifling prison of stone, choking down clouded water, gnawing on god-knows-what, wrapped in a piece of sackcloth that seemed to have been passed down from the Middle Ages, but another me was roaming like a strand of smoke amongst the Grand View Garden. I was fluttering, passing through the floating pavilions, the flowers, the gates, the vermilion chambers and the painted doorframes, the brocade fabrics, the jade ornaments—it’s hard to even describe how magnificent it was, this time in my life. After I’d silently repeated the entire text several times, I came up with a game to wile away the days: I would take possession of various characters, following their turns in the narrative—their existence would be my existence. I can’t remember how many lives I’ve lived this way, but this game always begins to ebb at the eightieth chapter. Beyond that point, I would move through the story as if walking underwater, dredged in a kind of sap. It was like something had gone wrong with the 23texture of the words. There was an obvious fracture, and only then did I remember that only the first eighty chapters were generally acknowledged as being of the original. After some hesitation, I chose to relinquish everything that followed the eightieth chapter, deciding that I would only submerge myself in the pure, absolute Dream of the Red Chamber, as a stubborn safeguard of tradition, until the end.

         About ten years ago, something strange happened. After I had lived through nearly every character in the text, I began to age more and more quickly. One day, I had fused with a butterfly, fluttering high and low in the wisteria strands of Hengwu Courtyard, and without any warning, I bumped into Cao Xueqin’s soul. It was just a tiny flicker, floating beneath the willow shade. I recognized him immediately—needless of reason, without question, just like one would recognize the sun in the night sky. Gathering my slender wings, I chased him in his wanderings around the Garden. He would hide beneath a fallen petal or curve through the crevices of false mountains, sometimes dotting across the icy waters, sometimes descending upon a certain shoulder, as if unhurriedly taking stock of everything he had created with his own hands. I followed him closely, holding on to the baseless thought that if the presence of a soul indicates some kind of regret, then Cao Xueqin, after his death, had every reason to join the world of Dream of the Red Chamber—and the more Dream of the Red Chambers there are, the more thinly his soul would be spread across each copy. Since the text has likely been extinguished in the outside world, the eighty chapters I hold in my mind are all that remains in this universe, and as such, the entirety of Cao Xueqin’s soul is embedded in me. Were there no more lakes in the world, my small puddle would contain the moon. In the dark, I pursued that soul, that minute light, wavering and drifting, all the way to the end of the eighty chapters. Something miraculous happened there.

         I saw every single fate that had been interrupted at the edge of the eightieth chapter. They were growing on their own like vines, chasing one another, intertwining, resolving, then intertwining again, rolling on and on. Immense words streamed through a point of tiny brightness—I struggled to commit them to memory, and realized that there was no need. In my countless circulations through the narrative, I had become so intimate with every line, every connection, and my long immersion in that literary style made me feel as though the words were coming from my own lips… The brightness grew and grew until it illuminated everything. The swaying of the sentences was some holy lyric that had been sung since the waking of the world, and through all the days and nights it had never ceased…

         These last ten years have been ones of pure joy. Progress has been slower than 24expected, but I’m satisfied, because the journey itself has been one of such unimaginable pleasure. A year ago, I reached the hundredth chapter. Last month, I had one hundred and five chapters. I know that Dream of the Red Chamber cannot reappear in whole (each universe only has one Red Point), even if it has remade its presence in my mind, because my internal landscape is but one corner of the universe. I can dimly sense that my own life is approaching its end, and it must end before Dream of the Red Chamber does. My concern is that my death will be the final annihilation, and the universe will follow in collapse. Your arrival is like something arranged by fate. I know that your memories now contain certain pieces of Dream of the Red Chamber, and I hope you keep them well. Even if they too are lost, if you only remember the words Dream of the Red Chamber, the universe will remain—because the title, too, is a part of the story.

         Now that I’ve told you everything, I’m going to let all my memories go. Dream of the Red Chamber has filled my consciousness end to end, and it will keep developing, at ever greater speeds. I’m certain that I’ll never see it in its totality, but as someone once said, to read one line gives us one line’s worth of joy. He told me that the banquet must end. Dream of the Red Chamber came flooding in from the centers of all things, and will eventually dissipate back into everything that remains. And so death is nothing but a part of its depths.

         II 

         Not long after telling me all this, Chen Xuanshi fell into a stupor. We called the doctor. After a few days of somniloquism and crazed laughter, he died at dawn on November 27, 4876. I had no way of knowing which chapter or which sentence met him in his departure. After leaving the prison on Taozhi Mountain, I took a hard look at the sky—the moon was hanging there, perfectly intact. No sign of damage anywhere upon that face. So it is as he said: Dream of the Red Chamber has not disappeared completely, and the universe remains safe and undisturbed. But I can’t give full credit to this recording of mine, or exaggerate its importance. What Chen Xuanshi didn’t realize is—after he died, the Dream of the Red Chamber that had left with him floated on in many other forms, sometimes splintering, sometimes gathering, everywhere and nowhere. The proof came in the next five years, when a few mysterious sentences were found at the bottom of the Mariana Trench, in the embroidery along a butterfly’s wing, upon a piece of morning’s glow. The scholars all have their many theories and opinions, but I know from where they came.
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