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			Praise for Ghost Cities

			‘Ghost Cities is a labyrinth of a novel that delights, terrifies, thrills and amuses in the very best of ways. An inventive and philosophical exploration of power, automation, art and love where nothing is as it seems; a decadent feast fashioned from tofu, a lush orchard carved from stone. Siang Lu’s brain at play is a thing of wonder.’ Kate Mildenhall

			‘What a pleasure to follow Siang Lu into his labyrinthine Ghost Cities. An instant Australian classic that stands both on the shoulders of giants and yet is somehow completely and delightfully new. Lashings of myth, absurdity, humour and pathos come together in this paean to art in all its forms. I want to crumple this novel into a ball and swallow it, whole.’ Hayley Scrivenor

			Praise for The Whitewash

			‘Audacious, original and a kick to the guts – in the best possible way.’ Benjamin Law

			‘A literary star is born in Siang Lu.’ Chris Flynn

			‘Searing, humorous and inventive.’ Mirandi Riwoe

			‘[A] delicious satire of the film industry and its racism … It’s a blast.’ The Sydney Morning Herald

			‘Lu’s tongue-in-cheek tone makes this novel a delightful read, a brilliant work of satire that hits close to home in the best and most unexpected ways.’ The Saturday Paper

			‘A scathing satire of the big-budget film industry’s ethnic and racial myopia. Original, critical and hilarious.’ The Conversation

			‘A decidedly ambitious undertaking, synthesising real film history with invented detail … the resulting novel is smart, playful and often very funny and explores its themes with nuance and insight.’ The West Australian

			‘Totally bonkers, serious in scholarship and packed with pun-in-cheek playfulness … a book about movies just waiting to be booked for a movie. A mischievous hoot.’ Sydney Arts Guide

			‘With its accessible prose and film-history appeal, The Whitewash is an entertaining read from a bold new voice.’ Readings Monthly

			‘A clever, layered work that animates a host of different voices.’ Sydney Review of Books

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]Siang Lu is the author of Ghost Cities and The Whitewash, and the co-creator of The Beige Index. The Whitewash won the ABIA Audiobook of the Year in 2023 for its audio adaptation, which starred a large and diverse cast of fourteen actors. It also won the Glendower Award for an emerging writer in the Queensland Literary Awards and was shortlisted for a NSW Premier’s Literary Award. In 2023 Siang was named one of the Top 40 Under 40 Asian-Australians at the Asian-Australian Leadership Awards. He holds a Master of Letters from the University of Sydney and has written for film and television for Singapore’s Beach House Pictures and Malaysia’s Astro network. He is based in Brisbane, Australia, and Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.
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			PART I: 

			ASSIMILATED MAN

			‘And what if, after all this, it’s a bad novel?’

			—Mercedes Márquez, to her beloved Gabo
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			THE IMPERIAL TASTER

			He wanted no story of simple ascension, wanted nothing of the truth of how He had won that slippery throne. For the youth knew Himself to be Exceptional, and Exceptional Men (such as He) had Exceptional Stories. They came to be Emperors through cunning, ruthless strategy and force of will. They certainly did not do it by gawping as their purple-faced fathers clawed and sputtered on what would later be determined to be an awkwardly lodged chicken bone. Exceptional Men did not watch, frozen, unable or unwilling to help. Exceptional Men did not wait, in lacklustre fealty, for that final breathless minute to expire.

			Word travelled fast. By the time of His coronation, rumour was already circulating the courts that young Lu Huang Du had conspired to usurp His father’s throne. Well, He certainly had not planned it this way, but He was nothing if not an opportunist. When whispers of patricide and regicide spread through the Imperial Court, He uttered no denials. Let them think Him ruthless. Why not?

			His first act as Emperor was to order the executions of all who repeated the rumours. His second act was to order the deaths of the chickens – all of them, every last one throughout the land – for it was clear to Him that their traitorous bones were conspiring against His Imperial bloodline.

			Even as the axes swung upon their necks, the rumour-mongers and slanderers issued tearful defences, or else blamed political enemies or brothers and sisters and fathers, cursed the Emperor’s tyranny and oppression, and cried out with their dying breaths.

			The chickens – faced with their own impending slaughter, and inscrutable to the very end – made much less of a fuss.

			An Imperial Edict was thus issued, forbidding the breeding, eating and harbouring of poultry.

			Pork filled the culinary void. The effect of such sudden demand was disastrous for those who could not afford it. The breeding of pigs required double the land, triple the resources, and at the markets pork cost five times the flesh of the humble hen. Farmers lost their livelihoods, leaving their families hungry and destitute. The sons of a hundred fallen agrarians swore revenge against the Emperor.

			All traitors born in the year of the Rooster were driven from their homes. But their younger brothers, born in the auspicious year of the Pig, were destined for good fortune and health.
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			The Imperial Taster, whose negligence was widely believed to have caused the death of the previous Emperor – the most heinous of offences under heaven – was mysteriously spared. Wracked with guilt, he grieved and prostrated himself to the brink of despair, but was awarded by the new Emperor larger quarters and a distasteful amount of gold, all against his will.

			He had expected death, begged for it even, but instead received untold riches! His friends and neighbours grew to hate him for his lack of scruples. To all, it seemed that he had brazenly accepted payment for failing in his duties. And so, when he sobbed in great distress and confusion upon receiving the piles of gold, the others interpreted his tears as tears of joy. When he carted the gold back to the treasury to be rid of that sum once and for all, witnesses saw only that the Imperial Taster was a prideful man of the worst sort, parading his riches in public for all to see. And when he was beaten for daring to return the money, then sent away by the gleeful Emperor with an inexplicably larger amount of gold – how it shimmered in the moonlight along that quiet stretch of road – passers-by saw not his wounded body bent double, nor his limping form. They saw only the obscene stacks of gold in the opulent cart that the loathsome man seemed so eager now to tow.
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			Dear citizens of the Imperial City,

			It is with mixed emotions that we proclaim that Huang Zi Feng has vacated the post of Imperial Taster on account of: family reasons/exile/death.

			Investigations have revealed the official cause of death to be: a slow-acting poison, doubtlessly bound for the throat of our resplendent Emperor.

			We are hereby bound by law to note the dissent of the Shadow Historian, Sima Qing, whose pitifully worded records indicate that the Imperial Taster was, rather, bludgeoned to death by an angry mob, the body showing no apparent trace of poison. The Shadow Historian’s fictional and disruptive accounts have, for too long, brought our scholarship into disrepute. Moreover, it must be asked: can a person be trusted if he, like Sima Qing, has shown himself to be physically incapable of growing a beard – even the most rudimentary one? No. So states the official record.

			In any event, we are pleased to announce that the duties of the Imperial Taster are hereby passed to the deceased’s firstborn son, Huang Zi Yan, aged three months.

			Huang Zi Yan brings 00 years of experience to this role.

			This parting of ways is a joint decision and comes after much heartfelt deliberation. May the heavens smile on Huang Zi Yan. Please join us in wishing him a prosperous life and death in service of our Immortal Emperor.

			All the best to Huang Zi Feng in his future endeavours. He will be greatly missed. We recall fondly the time he _________________________________.

			By Imperial decree,

			The Order of the Eunuchs
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			The Imperial Advisers had cautioned their new Emperor against appointing an infant as an Imperial Taster, for the infant’s mouth was yet even to produce teeth, and with such a limited vocabulary how could it sufficiently remark on the quality of the meal, or judge the food fit for the Emperor’s palate, much less guard the Emperor from poisons, or anticipate the presence of serums, of rogue and suspect ingredients? But the naysayers had failed to grasp that under the Emperor’s rule everything was permitted, that nothing was beyond Him, and that He would surely destroy those who had the temerity to defy His divine will. He, the definer of life, the defiler, the defier Himself.

			So He threw these advisers into the Imperial Prison on the outskirts of the city – so named the Six Levels of Hell – and ordered the infant to be installed as the new Imperial Taster.

			Mealtimes were complex fiascos. When the Emperor decided He wished to eat – His appetite was unpredictable, announcing itself at odd hours of the day – the infant would be rudely awakened and fed liquefied versions of the Emperor’s meals, stray bits of fatty pork floating within the bottle that the baby was given to suckle.

			But the richness of the pork and sweetmeats and abalone that the infant imbibed played havoc on his developing body, and he became sickly and so often prone to infection that nobody could tell whether the food was laced with terrible poisons or, in fact, safe for adult consumption. In this respect, the new Imperial Taster had failed utterly in his task.

			It was noted that the baby seemed to thrive on breastmilk, but this was of limited interest to the Emperor, whose craving for such a thing was only slight and very occasional. With the baby’s fussiness and incessant crying, and the intolerable delays that occurred while it was awoken and the bottle prepared, soon even the Emperor came to regret His decision.

			But the infant could not be removed from its post, for the role of Imperial Taster was a lifelong appointment severed only by death, and the Emperor, though cruel, was reluctant to take the life of one so young (though such heartlessness would come later in His reign).

			So there was a vacancy to be filled, for the role of Taster to the Taster.

			There were those in the Imperial Court who came forth to express interest in the role. But one by one the Emperor found fault with each applicant. This one’s palate was subpar, unable to differentiate even oolong from jasmine tea. This rotund one seemed interested only in filling his belly and was much too flippant about the life-or-death nature of the role. This one the Emperor could not take seriously for he had a drooping eye.

			Day after day, the Emperor was presented with nothing but unimpressive specimens.

			Then, heeding the words of His newest adviser, Tong Li Mo the Daoist, the Emperor invited all the beggars from the streets of the Imperial City to partake in a feast at the palace. Tong Li Mo had reckoned that the beggars, unlike the wealthy or spoiled inhabitants of the Imperial Court, might savour more greatly the richness of the food. That if called upon to comment on the flavour of a dish, their remarks might be plain-spoken and honest, a far cry from the florid and sycophantic words of the courtiers. Moreover, that among this great number of street urchins and bums who defiled the pristine palace halls with their muddied feet, there might be a handful with the inherent talent required of a taster.

			At what came to be known as the Poisoned Banquet, the Emperor ordered a random portion of each dish to be laced with slow-acting toxins. By midnight, only one beggar remained unharmed. He had carved out only the safest portions of each delicious plate, while his neighbours had greedily taken the remainder of his untouched food and been among the first to die.

			The next morning, the beggar was brought before the Emperor to explain how he had survived.

			This beggar spoke of his ravenous and now-dead compatriots, how quick they had been to believe that the Emperor was kind of heart, when all tales told of the opposite. How, then, could the food prepared for the poor, that lowest and most hated caste, have been anything but poisoned? Only he had understood that this had been a test.

			If the beggar truly held such suspicions, interrogated the Emperor, why had he risked his very life by eating at all? One wrong guess and he too would have joined the ranks of the dead. Would it not have been wiser to refuse the food entirely?

			The beggar replied that he had been very, very hungry. Famished, essentially.

			And so it was that this lone survivor, who through some miracle of intuition had managed to avoid every fatal spoonful, was bestowed the grand title of Taster to the Taster.
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			World Square Medical Centre – George Street, Sydney, Australia

			My stomach is doing something weird, something loud – gurgling, frantically digesting that nasty chicken bun I had for breakfast – and I’m feeling uniquely betrayed because it’s very quiet here and people are bound to notice this inner turbulence and, really, what does it say about you if your internal organs can’t even present a united front?

			The door opens and out comes Doctor Mok, who waves me into his office.

			I shut the door behind me.

			‘哪里不舒服?’ he says to his clipboard.

			‘Oh,’ I say, because he has made an assumption about the language I speak – my culture, who I am or must be – entirely from my face. ‘I don’t speak Chinese.’

			‘Ah, you’re Japanese? Korean?’

			‘I’m Australian.’

			He tsks. ‘No, no! I mean your race.’

			‘Is there another doctor available? I saw Doctor Collison last time. Maybe I’ll just wait for her.’

			‘She’s on leave.’ He scrutinises me, eyes narrowed. ‘Tell me where your ancestors are from.’

			I sigh. ‘China.’

			He slams his desk in joy.

			‘Ha! I knew it! You younger generation! Spoiled! What a shame. Lack of language skills. Forgetting all about your culture. You are a bad Chinese! But anyway. What can I do for you today? Stomach trouble?’

			‘What? No. Why would you think that?’

			‘Your stomach is making a sound. Maybe you’re hungry. Here. Have a cookie.’

			‘Thanks.’

			‘So,’ he says. ‘Why are you here?’

			‘My company sent me for an annual check-up last week. I’m just here for the results.’

			‘Ah, okay, yes, yes. Wait a minute. I will get them.’

			Doctor Mok leaves in search of my file and so – I can’t help it, all unattended rooms are seductive in this way – I look around at everything. The height chart. The blood pressure pump-thing. The medical qualifications hanging on the far wall. It’s not snooping as long as you don’t move around or touch anything.

			Crayon drawings by the doctor’s young son hang proudly on the wall, capturing his father in all his stick-figure portraiture: his stethoscope, his briefcase, the crucial essence of him. The boy’s name scrawled in the corner like an artist’s seal.

			My dad used to have similar emblems of mine in his office. Toddler art, with its suspect lines and colours. He must have found me perfect, at that particular distance – and perhaps vice versa – in the brief era before one can truly disappoint the other.

			I don’t recall my dad proudly framing anything after I was five years old. My teen years were particularly fallow – I suppose, after a certain age, you outgrow those artistic impulses entirely, or you move on to other forms, other subjects, and, inevitably, you cease to sketch your father.

			The desk is full of pharmaceutical swag: pens, calendars, a coffee mug. The mousepad is imprinted with a diseased, smog-ridden cityscape, bearing a clumsy slogan in English: Port Man Tou, China: The City Where Anything Is Possible!

			Doctor Mok returns. He waves the test results cheerfully. He sits. He reads. The smile drains from his face.

			My throat dries out. I set my cookie down on his desk.

			‘The results indicate that you have Taikophobia.’

			‘What-phobia?’

			‘Taikophobia,’ he confirms. ‘The fear of Chinese people.’

			‘You’re kidding,’ I say.

			His face – a very Chinese face – indicates that he most certainly is not kidding.

			‘I know a good specialist who deals with strange disorders.’ He taps his keyboard, avoiding eye contact. ‘Oh. But his office is in the heart of Haymarket. Chinatown. Full of Chinese. Might be scary for you.’

			But I am not listening. ‘This is impossible. I can’t be afraid of Chinese people. I am Chinese.’

			‘废话,’ he mutters.

			‘What?’

			Doctor Mok’s expression softens and he extends his hand across the desk, either to double-check the test results and exonerate me, or to give my hand a sympathetic pat. But he does neither and with a slight grimace, as though he’s afraid I might notice, Doctor Mok reaches for my half-eaten cookie and pulls it slowly from my reach.
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			En route to the Consulate-General of the People’s Republic of China – Parramatta Road, Camperdown

			On the bus back to work, my phone pings. I have mail. The bad thing about working at the Consulate-General of the PRC is that all email correspondence is in Chinese.

			As always, I copy/paste the original text into my Google Translate app.

			Subject: CAUGHT YOU!

			HR Department <HR.chinaconsulsyd@mfa.gov.cn>

			Friday 26/05/2017 3:04 PM

			To: Lu, Xiang

			Dear Xiang,

			At first we thought you were just a fool. Dim-witted and slow. Later, we realised that this is much more than that.

			Finally, we must congratulate you on making it to this point. Half a year, a real achievement! Did you know that a typical entry-level translator role such as yours, the average turnover rate of this sector is nine months? How close you are to celebrating this milestone!

			Regrettably, we must fire you with immediate effect.

			You may look like a Chinese person, but you cannot speak or read Mandarin. You are monolingual! The worst thing in this special context.

			We regret the graduate program that secured your employment. We will destroy it. Really, the whole catastrophe is our fault. We made terrible assumptions.

			Chinese name? Yes.

			Chinese face? Yes.

			Arts degree? Must be rich or stupid (we thought the former, but turns out the latter).

			And the crucial mistake. Interviewed you in English. Forgot to test your Chinese!

			We only have ourselves to blame.

			But we caught you in the end. Do you really think we do not see through your silent behaviour? The time you had ‘laryngitis’? Your terrible pronunciation, unintuitive syntax?

			Do you really think we do not know you just copy and paste into Google Translate to do all your work?

			Who do you think we are? We knew from the second day. The third day, at the latest.

			At first we thought it was deference. The way you lowered your head passing us in the hall. Then we realised it was a fear of small talk. Fear of being exposed as a bad Chinese.

			We bet that as soon as you receive this email message you will copy and paste into Google Translate (remember when the IT department blocked that website for one afternoon? Seeing your panicked face is too funny!). We had secret meetings in your absence (useless to invite monolinguist to bilingual meeting, agreed?). We estimate that you have a perhaps fifty-word Chinese vocabulary. A two-year-old knows more than your words! Are you not ashamed?

			We all know you most dread our Monday roundtable meetings. Always quiet, always politely laughing. Remember the big joke Bo Wen Xia told in the meeting last month? It was a test. It was nonsense, a fake joke. You laugh at the absurd joke. The proof is indisputable.

			Six months, we have let this farce continue, because we were worried maybe you are somebody’s son or nephew. But the private investigator’s comprehensive report reveals you are definitely not a spoiled child of diplomats. Just a middle-class idiot.

			No such thing as ‘half-yearly health check-up’! We sent you to the medical centre last week to hold our secret meeting and sent you again today so we can pack up your desk. Less chance of commotion from disgruntled employees (that’s you). Please take your things from reception and go. Your replacement will commence on Monday morning.

			By the way, we snooped your hard drive. Found some poetry you wrote. For a joke, we copy and paste it into the auto-translate website. It is bad. It is a bad poetry. And you are a bad Chinese person.

			No use to swipe up. Your card is deactivated. If you try, security will embrace you.

			Sincerely,

			Dou Jin Bo

			Human Resources Representative

			Consulate-General of the People’s Republic of China 
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			THE IMPERIAL TRAITOR, LU DONG PU

			Lu Huang Du was a jealous and paranoid ruler. Out of the corners of His eyes He saw only usurpers and assassins, and divined all manner of plots against Him. And so, in His madness, did He spill the blood of His brother-cousins and uncle-fathers so that none could lay claim to His throne. Those would-be betrayers, despite their ragged avowals of kinship, had been strangers to Him, with dark smiles and unknowable hearts.

			But what of Lu Dong Pu, the Emperor’s blood brother and successor to the throne? The Emperor Himself knew, with brotherly certainty, that Lu Dong Pu was meek of heart and harboured no designs on His crown, for the younger had long ago turned his back on the intrigues of the Imperial Court. He had chosen the scholarly pursuits and liked nothing better than to wander the scholarly gardens, to hone his skills in the chess game xiangqi and to muse upon philosophical quandaries.

			It was often said – though only in whispers, far from the Emperor’s ears – that Lu Dong Pu, who was mild in nature and possessed a keen intellect but not a single trace of ambition, was the inverse of his brother in these, and therefore all, respects.

			[image: ]

			The false empire of the Southern Song Dynasty had heard rumours that the new Emperor was made of weaker fabric than His father, and that His stomach unravelled at even the sight of poultry. Thus, they sent forth an army to test the Emperor’s mettle.

			The Tanguts of the North had heard similar stories, that the Emperor was built from brittle materials, and that His stomach unravelled at even the sight of poetry. Encouraged, but somewhat confused by these reports, the Tanguts redoubled their attacks against the Emperor’s borders.

			The new Emperor could not fight a war on two fronts. His forces were spread too thin, across too many outposts, their numbers halved to meet the threats above and below.

			Sensing weakness, the South had set up embargoes, cut off trade routes and scuttled supply ships bound for Jing Hang Canal, hoping to starve the Emperor into submission. The cowards of the South had made their brutal calculations: if the Emperor mobilised His forces to defend against them, He would be weakened by the Tangut attack. But if He marched north to repel the Tanguts, then the South would advance, unimpeded, on the capital. If the Emperor chose neither action, then famine would strike and the Emperor’s enemies would merely wait the winter out, and pick off the weakened border defences. One way or another, the Emperor would fall. Having arrived at this conclusion, the South – ever pragmatic – halted its army’s advance, conserved its own resources and simply waited for a bloodless victory.

			It was chaos within the palace walls. The Emperor’s Imperial Advisers and Ministers were at a loss. Those who even hinted at surrender were executed for their cowardice. Those who bravely but stupidly beckoned for battle were exiled to the Six Levels of Hell.

			The Emperor demanded a stratagem, but none was adequate.

			Under siege, even the Imperial City’s mighty stores of grain could not last forever. Unable to stand idly by as his own brother’s Empire crumbled, shrewd Lu Dong Pu descended to the scholarly gardens where he had spent his youth learning xiangqi and chaturanga from the grand masters. Here, he partook in a game of xiangqi, having found a lowly palace aide with some measure of ambition.

			Lu Dong Pu, easily the more masterful player, arranged to lose this game at the outset. He adopted a chatty persona, drawing the aide into idle gossip, talk of the Empire, how one might dispatch both North and South if one had the ear of the Emperor. This patient stratagem he teased out long into their endgame, so that it appeared to the aide that he had chanced upon the idea entirely by his own genius.

			The aide rushed to request an audience with the Emperor, who, in His desperation, deigned to hear his words. The aide’s stratagem was thus. By the Imperial City’s spies and agents, let these whispers travel northward: that the Emperor had brokered a secret treaty with the South. But to the South, leak word that the Emperor had parleyed with the Tanguts of the North. Force each of their opponents to consider the enemy beyond their enemy, and second-guess their chances of success.

			Neither opponent would have the strength to subdue two nations in alliance, and in a reluctant act of self-preservation, would they not each extend the hand of diplomacy, seeking to better the other’s terms?

			The Emperor had only to whisper into the winds and soon He would hold a treaty in each hand. The lie no longer a lie. The fiction indistinguishable from truth.

			The mighty Sun Tzu had once written of a similar gambit – employed during the Spring and Autumn Period – in which the artful deception of the Yue had won them a similarly unwinnable campaign.

			Upon hearing of the mighty Sun Tzu’s praise for such a bold and unusual tactic, the Emperor’s reluctance melted away, and He wasted no time in giving the necessary orders.

			A new era was born, where diplomatic tension replaced the open wound of war.

			This account of the Empire’s famous stalemate over North and South was well documented in the histories. Only some centuries later in the Ming Dynasty did a certain Scholar Quan determine – through painstaking and methodical research – that no such gambit had ever existed, either in the writings of Sun Tzu or the official histories of the Spring and Autumn Period. It had been, in a word, a fabrication.

			Thus did Lu Dong Pu construct three stratagems. The first to save the Empire, the second to save himself, and the third to establish false precedent, thereby creating the illusion – the slightest of sleights – that it had all been done before in another time by wiser and better men.
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			Apartment – King Street, Newtown

			I’m sitting on my balcony, laptop balanced precariously on the railing as I apply for jobs, any and all, because Sydney living is not cheap, and this ratty studio apartment with a bathroom more spacious than the ‘living room’ isn’t going to pay for itself.

			‘Oh god.’

			Looking over my cover letter template, I realise that all of the applications have gone out with a critical error. I have misspelled career. My fingers – obeying some other impulse – typed it out as careen.

			I read the offending line back to myself. ‘I am a highly driven, careen-minded individual with great attention to detail. Fuck!’

			My sent archive shows ninety-three near-identical cover letters, each announcing my heaving, vertiginous intent. What do I do? Revise and resend? Call each of them? Grovel? Joke? Pretend it never happened?

			Through the paper-thin walls, I can hear my afro-haired thespian neighbour (badly) rehearsing lines from Arthur Miller’s The Crucible.

			I throw on my jacket and walk down the stairs, past the broken elevator with the cracked mirror and the bloodstain that still hasn’t been cleaned up.

			Need to go for a walk. Clear my head.

			I check the mail. An envelope sticks out at me like a tongue. Odd. I never receive mail. My name and address are handwritten in messy script, along with the word ‘#BadChinese’. What the hell? I rip open the envelope, expecting a letter, but all that’s in there is a ticket. A complimentary ticket to a screening this evening at the Sydney Film Festival for a movie titled Death of a Pagoda. Never heard of it, but that’s my evening entertainment sorted. What a score.

			The air out on the street is harsh, gusty. I quickly lose myself in the flow of human traffic.

			Transcriptionist. Data entry coordinator. Office administrator. Media researcher. Junior administration assistant. Editorial assistant. Office all-rounder. Paralegal. Casual editor. Journalist assistant. Executive assistant. Policy framework facilitator. Temporary typist.

			Careen. As in to rock, or lurch, or heel over.

			I am a highly driven, careen-minded individual.

			Fuck it. It’s an improvement, if anything. A more honest accounting of the self. A glitch or slip that for once in my life might actually have said something real.
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			State Theatre – Market Street, Sydney

			Drinks and canapés. The heady festival atmosphere. Closing night of the film festival. I had a vague intention to go last week – check out one or two films, three at most – and now, leafing through the program of movies I have missed, I feel pangs of regret, for they each seem to have promised the escape to worlds within worlds.

			Under each film’s title are a handful of curated words, accompanied by a lone image that someone, somewhere, has decided best represents the film.

			An elephant, mid-street, mid-stride. A heavily bandaged woman peering through the blinds. Half-naked individuals. Inscrutable gazers in black and white. Foggy cities. Pristine mountains. Landscapes of the mind. It occurs to me, suddenly, that every work of art might be its creator’s self-portrait.

			I search the program for Death of a Pagoda.

			

			DEATH OF A PAGODA
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			MON 5 JUNE 4:10 PM EV918+

			FRI 9 JUNE 10:00 AM STATE

			SUN 11 JUNE 7:30 PM STATE

			China | 2017 | 106 mins | In Chinese with English subtitles | World Premiere

			Director: Baby Bao | Producer: Farmstrong Tian | Production Company: Daedalic Productions

			Filmed entirely within the mysterious ghost city known as Port Man Tou, this is the latest spectacle from China’s self-proclaimed ‘number one director, or at the very least number three, no wait, delete that, put number one’. Baby Bao’s Death of a Pagoda – about the plight of gay farmers – appears at first to be a blatant, note-for-note rip-off of Brokeback Mountain. But wait! Here comes a subplot set in ancient China. But wait again! These two competing storylines appear to have nothing in common other than their own poetic resonance, ah, but you, the avid filmgoer, the understander of tropes, have been primed to anticipate their neat intersection, as per some shitty Babel or Crash type deal. If that is you, then prepare for great disappointment. And neither will you like the middle section, not one bit, for that is when the work begins to fracture, to ruin itself and careen into some kind of dreamlike memoir, some labyrinth of the self …

			BABY BAO’s film and television work has been reviled throughout the Chinese film industry. Death of a Pagoda is his eighth feature film.

			The theatre doors open and the masses shuffle in. I find my seat. First row. Oh well. Can’t complain with a free ticket. The place is packed. Not an empty seat in the house.

			There is a longish wait. The audience starts to get jittery.

			Finally, an anonymous middle-aged woman takes the podium. Her state appears to be one of thinly disguised panic. The microphone seems to swallow her words before the speaker system – or our hearing – adjusts.

			‘… but we seem to have lost the director. Hopefully we’ll find him for the Q&A afterwards! Well, uh … welcome to the world premiere of Death of a Pagoda. Our thanks to the director, Baby Bao, for giving us the chance to screen his film, and of course thanks go to the Sydney Consulate-General of the People’s Republic of China Culture and Arts Department, without whom we wouldn’t …’

			I shrink in my seat. To the side of the stage – each wearing film festival passes – are a handful of my ex-colleagues. Bo Wen Xia, department head. Fanny Something, HR executive. Have they spotted me? Did they send me the ticket? But … why? Bo Wen Xia nudges the guy next to him and points directly at me. Ugh. I un-shrink myself. If they’ve seen me, they’ve seen me. Can’t fire me twice! I give Bo Wen Xia a sarcastic thumbs-up. He smiles serenely.

			As the lights dim, two security guards approach. I am certain they are coming for me, courtesy of Bo Wen Xia, but it turns out their quarrel is with my neighbour, who appears confused and worried, before being escorted from the theatre. Soon after, a different man occupies the vacant seat. I can’t concentrate on the film, because this new guy is an asshole, eating prawn crackers from a popcorn box, checking his phone, humming and laughing uproariously at parts that aren’t even funny. Every so often, he nudges me and gives me significant looks, goading me, I think, into nodding with him to indicate that this movie is as much the bomb for me as it clearly is for him. I wouldn’t know, dude, I want to say, you’re kind of ruining it for me.

			‘不错吧,’ he says.

			Someone shushes him loudly. He sulks.

			Two-thirds of the way through the film, he gets up and leaves and doesn’t come back, and we in the front can finally enjoy the rest of the film in peace.

			Polite, uncertain applause. The lights go up, and it’s the same lady on the podium again. She offers profuse apologies that the Q&A can’t proceed because the director still cannot be found. A murmur of disappointment. People begin to shuffle out. I stand and stretch. It seems that my annoying neighbour has left behind his wallet – fat with cash, credit cards, a hotel keycard – and a lanyard containing his festival pass. I pick up the pass.

			It reads: Baby Bao, Director. 
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			THE IMPERIAL SCHOLAR ZHAO

			The Emperor’s Feast was to be a grandiose affair, so it was proclaimed, to commemorate His triumphs against North and South. But it was all too soon. The Empire was yet to fully recover from its recent tribulations. The grain stores were near depleted, the farms and pantries empty, and only the first trickles of trade were beginning to arrive from reopened routes. Still, the Emperor – ignorant to the truth – demanded His feast, and so He would have it.

			Tong Li Mo the Daoist, recently promoted to Chief Adviser to the Emperor, conceived of two banquets to be held in unison. An inner-palace banquet, and an outer-palace banquet.

			The inner-palace banquet, held for the Emperor, his lords and generals and certain favoured ministers, was lush and overflowing. There, they dined on the eight famous delicacies: Desert Boat Sails on Clouds, Leaves of Wind and Sorrow, Deep-fried Ghost, Monkey’s Sutra, Song of the Concubine, Butterflies Swarm the Lotus, Jade Pearl of the Dragon and Powdered Bear’s Claw.

			The outer-palace banquet was held for the lesser ministers, high-ranking eunuchs and scholars of note. Some had secretly anticipated an inferior menu, but – praise be the Immortal Emperor! – all the same delicacies were served. The pork skin crackled a perfect brown, the abalone tender, the monkey brain soft and pulpy. And yet, and yet … as each delicacy was unveiled, glazed and more visually stunning than the one before, the smiles of those at the outer-palace banquet began to fade, for their mouths tasted a different story.

			Everything was made from tofu.

			The wine was merely coloured water.

			One insolent minister complained, and the feasters at the outer banquet watched in silence as he was promptly dragged away, no doubt bound for the Six Levels of Hell. All at once, their cheer and goodwill returned with force. For the duration of the celebrations – two arduous weeks – those in attendance at the outer banquet revelled and feasted as though their very lives depended on it.

			[image: ]

			In the second week of celebrations, the Emperor bid the minstrels to come sing His praises. So they presented themselves before Him with zither and flute and wooden clapper, and sang the song of Emperors.

			But He had heard this song before. They had sung it for His father – the Sagacious Emperor – and his father before him.

			The Emperor wanted an ode to Himself, unique. Were there not stories, after all, of Great Emperors who had emerged, newborn, from the skies, with pieces of luminous jade in their mouths? Men of prophecy, who communed with the heavens as though they were gods themselves? He wanted something like that. Something to make the man into the myth.

			Thereupon He ordered Scholar Zhao – the most skilful of the Imperial Scholars – to be brought from the outer palace into the inner sanctum, to craft a tale that would precede Him, and strike fear and awe into the hearts of all.

			Scholar Zhao listened to the Emperor’s demand, closed his eyes, stroked his beard, and began to tell the tale.

			[image: ]

			In the beginning Mountain knew nothing. There was no knowing, in those days. Mountain did not know he was Mountain, nor did Mountain know that he knew nothing. Mountain knew not. Mountain merely was.

			Lush vegetation grew upon him. One reclusive shrub at first, and later a small family of saplings, and then a wild and joyful proliferation of greenery that came to cover his entirety. This lent Mountain a certain air of grace and mystery, which in turn attracted the elk, the bird and the bear, and they too made their home on Mountain, nestling within his craggy folds.

			And Man heard the commotion upon Mountain – the symphonies of growls and bleats and birdsong – and so came he to the foot of Mountain, for Man could not stand to be alone. And he built huts and farms with terraced fields and a school at the furthest ends of the village where the children sang folk songs. Mountain did not know the words, for he knew no words, but the melodies were pleasant with long and high notes that carried through the air, and Mountain learned to hum along in a low and faint echo that amused the children, prompting them to shout into his valleys at the top of their lungs.

			And to the children’s delight, Mountain would always shout back.

			One day, a folk song came wafting along the breeze. Mountain had heard it many times before, but this time something about it was different. Mountain recognised his name! The song was about him! And he came to know the chorus, the refrain, and all the other songs in a lushness of words that equalled the lushness of his vegetation in the spring.

			When the Mongols came, in a galloping rage, and burned the village to the ground, Mountain, who was nearby and had witnessed the commotion, was not terribly impressed, for he had seen fire before.

			Eventually another village was built, though its inhabitants had forgotten the songs of their ancestors. Their minds were busier, filled with agrarian pursuits and petty politics, and so Mountain, who could not stand to be alone, began to sing his ancient song in the dark of the night.

			The villagers awakened with this song in their heads, and henceforth they sang it day and night. Mountain was pleased to hear his song in the village once again.

			At the base of Mountain, there was a deep and narrow crevice, which the villagers knew as Mountain’s Ear, and it was here that they gathered for Mountain’s counsel, whispering their innermost thoughts, seeking answers to their questions. How shall we fortify our defences against those despicable Mongols? Why do Ugly Lao Zhong’s crops sell better than mine? Why does Pan Pan ignore my advances?

			Mountain despaired, for he knew only the song and the echo, and it was only much later that Mountain began to truly know, to think with his own thoughts, to laugh with his own voice, and when Ugly Lao Zhong and Liu Wei’s wife began to frolic within Mountain’s hidden nooks for hours of hot passion, so too did guilt-ridden Mountain learn to yelp and moan and experience his own illicit joys.

			Not content to merely provide an echo to man’s words, Mountain began to give voice to thoughts entirely his own. Mountain composed poems. In vain he sought the attentions of some distant and slender hillock. To no one in particular he described that low rumble of delight he felt as Hummingbird would approach, that sublime instant before it alighted, wings aflutter, upon Mountain’s peak. And always Mountain dreamed the dream that had burdened him of late, in which he found his entire self being plucked from the ground, like a tree, unmoored, and carried into the heavens by a tremendous wind.

			When Ugly Lao Zhong was cast out of the village on account of his brazen midnight jaunts with Liu Wei’s wife, he returned to Mountain’s hidden nooks. As Ugly Lao Zhong approached Mountain’s Ear, instead of uttering to Mountain some secret thought or confession, he ran his hands along that crevice, secured his grip and – with a strength unknown to him – began to climb.

			Mountain said to Man, Why do you climb me? Nothing awaits you at the summit. There is no settlement. There are no others.

			I know, Man replied.

			Then why? asked Mountain.

			I tire of this life and seek another.

			Will you not miss the life you left behind?

			No.

			You will miss nothing?

			A wistful smile broke out on Man’s face. Women, maybe.

			Tell me about them, said Mountain.

			And Man spoke of women and the shape of their minds and bodies.

			What will you do when you reach my summit? asked Mountain.

			To this, Man did not reply.

			The days were long with climbing, and not much was said between them during that arduous ascent. The nights, however, were filled with conversation, and they grew to know each other well. Man told Mountain of the dream that had burdened him of late, in which he found his entire self becoming fused into the inescapable earth …

			When Man was hungry, Mountain would cause the trees upon himself to shake loose their succulent fruit. When Man was thirsty, Mountain would split open a rock and water would flow. One pensive evening, Mountain asked again, What will you do when you reach my summit? But Man still did not reply.

			In the final days, when Mountain’s peak was in sight, Man’s demeanour began to change. He was no longer quick to laugh and he grew sullen in the nights. To Mountain’s dismay, Man spoke very little, and in the hours of light he climbed as though he were possessed.

			Mountain did not have to ask a third time. It had come to him in a dream. He knew that when Man reached the summit he would throw himself from it, there was no persuading him otherwise, and so Mountain, who could not bear to be alone, altered his terrain in the night, creating impossible sheer cliffs that caused Man to backtrack and lose entire days of effort. No longer did Mountain shake the fruits from the trees. No longer did Mountain split open the rocks. And yet Man persisted …

			Then Mountain had a thought.

			An offering.

			A bargain for Man.

			Not long after, it was said that the villagers never heard the mountain speak again.

			Man descended from there, the same but changed, and ventured into the vast and open world. When Man spoke, it was with his own voice. When Man laughed, it was with his own laugh. And in the nights as Man slept – was it one dream or many? – he saw Hummingbird, its wings forever aflutter, in his brief but everlasting sleep.

			[image: ]

			The Emperor did not understand and demanded an explanation.

			Don’t you see, my Lord? implored Scholar Zhao. YOU are Mountain!

			For this treason, Scholar Zhao was thrown into the Six Levels of Hell.
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