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The Scholar Who Loved Too Much
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BOOK ONE: THE FACE IN THE MIRROR


STORY 1: Dong Sheng
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Chapter One: The Lonely Scholar

In the town of Guangping, in the province of Hebei, there lived a scholar named Dong Sheng. He was twenty-eight years old, handsome, intelligent, and utterly alone. His parents had died when he was young, leaving him a small house and a modest inheritance. He had no siblings, no cousins, no relatives of any kind. He had friends, yes—fellow scholars who gathered to drink wine and compose poetry—but at night, when the gatherings ended and the friends went home, he returned to an empty house and a cold bed.

He wanted a wife. He had always wanted a wife. But he was particular, and the women his friends introduced him to did not interest him. They were too plain, too talkative, too dull. He wanted someone beautiful, intelligent, and passionate. He wanted someone who would challenge him, excite him, make him feel alive.

His friends mocked him. "You are looking for a dream," they said. "No such woman exists."

"Then I will remain alone," Dong Sheng said.

He spent his evenings reading, writing, and playing the qin. He was good at all of these things, but they did not fill the emptiness. He lay in bed at night, staring at the ceiling, and wondered if he would ever find love.

One autumn evening, as he was returning from a gathering at a friend's house, he took a shortcut through an old garden. The garden had been abandoned for years—its walls crumbling, its paths overgrown, its pond dry. No one went there except lovers looking for privacy and drunks looking for a place to sleep.

Dong Sheng was neither. He was simply in a hurry to get home.

He was passing a broken pavilion when he heard a sound—a soft cry, like a woman in distress. He stopped. The cry came again, from behind a thicket of bamboo.

He pushed through the bamboo and found a woman sitting on a stone bench, her face buried in her hands. She was dressed in pale blue robes, and her hair was loose, falling over her shoulders.

"Lady," Dong Sheng said, "are you unwell?"

She looked up. Her face was beautiful—more beautiful than any he had ever seen. Her skin was pale as jade, her lips red as cherries, her eyes dark and deep. But there was something wrong. She was not breathing. The air around her was cold, and the ground beneath her feet was dry, though it had rained that afternoon.

"I am lost," she said. "I came to visit my aunt, but she has moved away. I have nowhere to go."

Dong Sheng's heart went out to her. "I have a house nearby. You can stay there tonight. Tomorrow, we will find your aunt."

She smiled. It was a small smile, sad, but real. "You are kind. Most men would not be so generous."

"I am not most men."

He helped her to her feet. Her hand was cold, but he did not notice. He was too distracted by her beauty, her voice, her presence.



Chapter Two: The Guest

He brought her to his house. She gave her name as Yun, which means "Cloud." She said she was from a village in the mountains, that her parents had died, that she was traveling to live with her aunt in Guangping. Her story was vague, but Dong Sheng did not press. He was too enchanted by her.

He gave her his bed and slept on a mat in the study. He lay awake for hours, thinking about her face, her voice, her smile. He had never felt this way about anyone. He had never wanted anyone so much.

In the morning, he woke to find her in the kitchen, preparing breakfast. She moved gracefully, efficiently, as if she had lived in this house for years. She served him rice porridge, pickled vegetables, and tea. The food was simple, but it tasted better than anything he had ever eaten.

"You did not have to do this," he said.

"I wanted to." She sat across from him. "You were kind to me. I want to repay you."

"You can repay me by staying."

She looked at him. Her eyes were dark, and there was something in them—a longing, perhaps, or a warning.

"I cannot stay forever," she said.

"Then stay for a while."

She nodded. "For a while."



Chapter Three: The Days

She stayed for a week, then two, then three. She cooked his meals, cleaned his house, mended his robes. She read his books, commented on his poetry, played the qin with him. She was intelligent, witty, and passionate. She challenged him, excited him, made him feel alive.

He fell in love with her. He did not mean to. He knew that she was not what she seemed—her hands were too cold, her feet left no prints in the dust, she never ate or drank. But he did not care. He loved her, and he wanted to be with her forever.

One night, as they sat by the fire, he took her hand.

"Yun," he said, "I want to marry you."

She looked at him. Her eyes were dark, and there were tears in them.

"You do not know what I am," she said.

"I do not care."

"You should care. I am not human, Dong Sheng. I am a ghost. I died ten years ago, in this very town. I was waiting for my lover, but he never came. I died of a broken heart."

Dong Sheng did not pull away. He held her hand tighter.

"I do not care," he said again.

"You will. The living and the dead cannot marry. It is forbidden. If we try, we will both suffer."

"Then let us suffer together."

She wept. She had not wept since she died, but she wept now. He held her, and they sat by the fire until dawn.



Chapter Four: The Wedding

They were married in secret, by a Taoist priest who specialized in such things. The ceremony was simple—incense, prayers, a few witnesses. When the priest pronounced them husband and wife, Yun began to change. Her skin grew warmer. Her eyes grew brighter. Her body, which had been translucent, became solid. She was no longer a ghost. She was a woman—alive, breathing, real.

Dong Sheng was overjoyed. "You are alive!"

"For now," she said. "The priest's magic is temporary. It will last as long as we are together. If we are separated for more than a day, I will fade."

"Then we will never be separated."

They lived as husband and wife. They were happy—happier than Dong Sheng had ever been. But the happiness came at a cost.



Chapter Five: The Cost

Dong Sheng grew weaker. His energy faded. He could not sleep, could not eat, could not concentrate. His friends noticed. "You look ill," they said. "You should see a doctor."

He saw a doctor. The doctor examined him and shook his head.

"There is nothing wrong with you physically," the doctor said. "But your yang energy is depleted. It is as if something is draining you."

Dong Sheng knew what it was. Yun was feeding on his life force. She did not mean to—it was simply the nature of her existence. A ghost cannot become human without taking something from the living.

He did not tell her. He did not want to worry her. He suffered in silence, growing thinner, paler, weaker.

Yun noticed. "You are dying," she said.

"I am fine."

"You are not fine. I am killing you."

"You are not killing me. You are giving me life."

She wept. "I cannot stay. If I stay, you will die."

"If you leave, I will die anyway. I cannot live without you."

She looked at him. Her eyes were dark, and there were tears in them.

"There is another way," she said. "But it is dangerous."

"Tell me."

"If you die, we can be together forever. Not as living beings, but as ghosts. We can wander the world together, bound to each other, never apart."

Dong Sheng thought about this. He thought about the years ahead—the loneliness, the emptiness, the long nights by himself. He thought about Yun's smile, her voice, her presence. He thought about the risk.

"I will do it," he said.



Chapter Six: The Death

He stopped eating. He stopped drinking. He lay in bed, holding Yun's hand, and waited for death to come.

His friends tried to save him. They brought doctors, monks, healers. Nothing worked. He refused to eat, refused to drink, refused to speak.

Yun stayed by his side. She did not try to stop him. She had made her choice, and he had made his.

On the seventh day, he closed his eyes and died.

Yun felt herself fade with him. Her body grew cold, translucent, ghostly. She was no longer alive. She was a spirit again.

She rose from the bed. His body lay still, his face peaceful. She took his hand, and together—his spirit and hers—they walked out of the house, into the night.



Epilogue: The Wanderers

They say that Dong Sheng and Yun still wander the streets of Guangping, two spirits bound together by love. They appear on quiet nights, when the moon is full and the wind is still—a man and a woman, their hands clasped, their faces peaceful.

They are not frightening. They are not vengeful. They are simply two souls who refused to be separated, who chose death over loneliness, who found each other in the darkness.

The house where Dong Sheng lived is gone now, torn down to make way for a new road. But the garden where they met is still there, overgrown and forgotten. And sometimes, on quiet nights, lovers who walk through that garden feel a chill, a presence, a sense that they are not alone.

They do not run. They are not afraid.

They know that love does not end with death. They know that the grave is not the end.

They know that somewhere, two spirits are watching, and smiling, and holding hands.
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STORY 2: Hu Sijie
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The Fox Sister Who Loved a Scholar
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BOOK TWO: THE SISTER OF SHADOWS

[image: ]




Chapter One: The Scholar of the Western Studio

In the town of Taian, at the foot of Mount Tai, there lived a scholar named Shang Sheng. He was a young man of twenty-two, bright and ambitious, but he had one flaw: he was easily bored. His studies could not hold his attention. His friends could not hold his interest. The women of the town, with their painted faces and practiced smiles, left him cold.

He lived in a small house on the edge of town, with a garden that was more weeds than flowers and a study that was more dust than books. He spent his days wandering the hills, his nights drinking alone. He was looking for something, though he did not know what.

One autumn evening, as he was sitting by his window, watching the moon rise over Mount Tai, he saw a figure in the garden. It was a woman—young, slender, dressed in robes of pale green. She was walking among the weeds, her head bowed, as if searching for something.

Shang Sheng went to the door. "Lady, are you lost?"

She looked up. Her face was beautiful—not in the way of paintings or poems, but in the way of the moon itself: pale, distant, mysterious. Her eyes were dark, and there was something in them—a sadness, perhaps, or a longing.

"I am looking for my sister," she said. "She came this way, but I have lost her."

"Your sister?"

"Her name is Hu San. She is older than me, and wiser. She said she would meet me here, but she has not come."

Shang Sheng invited her in. She gave her name as Hu Sijie—Fox Sister Four. She said she and her sisters were travelers, passing through Taian on their way to the south. She spoke little of herself, but she spoke well—her voice was soft, her words precise, her manner graceful.

They talked until dawn. She told him stories of the mountains, the rivers, the spirits that lived in the old forests. He told her about his life, his boredom, his longing for something he could not name.

As the sun rose, she rose.

"I must go," she said. "My sister will be waiting."

"Will you come back?"

She looked at him. Her eyes were dark, and there was something in them—a promise, perhaps, or a warning.

"Perhaps," she said.



Chapter Two: The Second Night

She came back the next night, and the night after. She came every night for a week. They talked, they laughed, they sat in silence. Shang Sheng found himself looking forward to the evenings, counting the hours until sunset.

He fell in love with her. He did not mean to. He knew that she was not human—her feet left no prints, her skin was always cool, she never ate or drank. But he did not care. He loved her, and he wanted to be with her forever.

One night, as they sat by the window, he took her hand.

"Hu Sijie," he said, "I want you to stay. Not just for the night. Forever."

She looked at him. Her eyes were dark, and there were tears in them.

"You do not know what I am," she said.

"I know you are a fox spirit. I have known since the first night."

"And you are not afraid?"

"I am not afraid."

She pulled her hand away. "You should be. Fox spirits are not like humans. We love, but we also leave. We cannot stay in one place for long. It is our nature."

"Then change your nature."

"I cannot."

"Then let me change mine. Let me come with you."

She shook her head. "You are human. You would die on the road, while I live for centuries. I cannot watch you die."

"Then do not watch. Let me die by your side."

She wept. She had not wept in years, but she wept now. He held her, and they sat by the window until dawn.



Chapter Three: The Sister

The next night, Hu Sijie came with her sister. Hu San was older, taller, with sharper features and colder eyes. She looked at Shang Sheng as if he were a specimen under a glass.

"So this is the scholar," Hu San said. "The one who wants to marry a fox."

"He is kind," Hu Sijie said. "He is gentle."

"He is human. He will grow old. He will die. You will watch him wither and fade. Is that what you want?"

Hu Sijie looked at Shang Sheng. Her eyes were full of love and sorrow.

"I want to be with him," she said. "For as long as I can."

Hu San sighed. "Then you are a fool. But you are my sister, and I love you. I will help you."

She reached into her sleeve and pulled out a small jade pendant, carved in the shape of a fox.

"This pendant will bind you to him," Hu San said. "As long as he wears it, you will not fade. You will not age. You will be as human as he is. But when he dies, the pendant will break, and you will become a fox again. You will forget him. You will return to the mountains."

Hu Sijie took the pendant. "I understand."

She turned to Shang Sheng. "Do you accept this? You will wear this pendant for the rest of your life. When you die, I will forget you. I will not mourn. I will not remember."

Shang Sheng took the pendant and put it around his neck.

"I accept," he said.



Chapter Four: The Days

They were married in a simple ceremony. Hu San performed the rites, and a few of Shang Sheng's friends served as witnesses. They did not ask questions. They were happy for him.

Hu Sijie moved into his house. She cooked, cleaned, tended the garden. She was not a ghost anymore. She was a woman—alive, breathing, real. The pendant glowed faintly against Shang Sheng's chest, a constant reminder of the bargain they had made.

They were happy. They were happier than Shang Sheng had ever been. He studied, but he no longer felt bored. He wrote poetry, and Hu Sijie read it and smiled. He played the qin, and she sang along.

But the happiness came with a cost. Shang Sheng grew weaker. His energy faded. He could not sleep, could not eat, could not concentrate. The pendant was draining him, transferring his life force to Hu Sijie.

Hu Sijie noticed. "The pendant is killing you," she said.

"I know."

"Then take it off."

"If I take it off, you will fade."

"Then let me fade. I would rather fade than watch you die."

He shook his head. "No. I made a choice. I will not go back on it."

She wept. She held him, and they sat by the window until dawn.



Chapter Five: The Sacrifice

Hu Sijie went to her sister. "There must be another way," she said. "The pendant is killing him."

Hu San looked at her. Her eyes were cold, but there was something in them—a pity, perhaps, or a sorrow.

"There is another way," Hu San said. "But you will not like it."

"Tell me."

"You can return to the mountains. Leave him. He will recover. He will forget you. He will marry a human woman and live a long, happy life."

"I cannot leave him."

"Then you must accept the consequences. He will die. Perhaps in a year, perhaps in ten. But he will die, and you will become a fox again, and you will forget him. That is the price."

Hu Sijie returned home. She sat by the window, watching the moon rise over Mount Tai. Shang Sheng was sleeping, his face pale, his breath shallow.

She made a decision.

She took the pendant from his neck. He woke with a start.

"What are you doing?"

"I am setting you free."

She put the pendant around her own neck. Immediately, she felt herself change. Her body grew cold, translucent, ghostly. She was becoming a spirit again.

"No!" Shang Sheng cried. "Take it off!"

"I cannot. The pendant is bound to me now. It will drain my energy, not yours. I will fade, but you will live."

He tried to take the pendant from her, but his hands passed through her body. She was no longer solid.

"Do not weep," she said. "We had our time. It was short, but it was beautiful. I will remember it, even when I forget everything else."

She faded. The pendant fell to the floor. She was gone.



Chapter Six: The Aftermath

Shang Sheng lived. He recovered his strength, his appetite, his concentration. He passed the examinations, became an official, married a human woman. He had children, grandchildren, a long and happy life.

But he never forgot Hu Sijie. He kept the jade pendant in a box by his bed, and every night, before he slept, he held it and remembered.

He died at the age of seventy, with the pendant in his hand.

They buried him with it.



Epilogue: The Fox in the Mountains

In the mountains of Taian, a fox sits on a rock, watching the moon. She is old now, her fur gray, her eyes dim. She does not remember the scholar who loved her. She does not remember the pendant, the bargain, the sacrifice.

But sometimes, on quiet nights, when the wind is still and the moon is full, she feels a strange warmth in her chest—a memory of something she cannot name.

She lifts her head and howls.

The sound echoes through the mountains, and somewhere, in a grave at the foot of the mountain, an old man smiles in his sleep.
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STORY 3: Zhu Weng
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The Old Man Who Cheated Death
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BOOK THREE: THE PROMISE KEPT

[image: ]




Chapter One: The Old Man Who Was Not Ready to Go

Zhu Weng was seventy-three years old, and he was dying. He had been a farmer all his life, working the same fields his father had worked, living in the same house his grandfather had built. He had raised seven children, buried two of them, and watched the rest scatter across the province like seeds from a threshed stalk. His wife, Zhu Po, was seventy-one, and she sat by his bedside, holding his hand, her eyes red from weeping.

"Do not cry," Zhu Weng said. "I have lived a long life. I have seen the sun rise and set more times than I can count. I have held my children in my arms and watched them grow. I have loved you for fifty years. That is enough."

"It is not enough," Zhu Po said. "I am not ready to let you go."

"None of us are ever ready."

He closed his eyes. His breathing grew shallow. His hand grew cold. Zhu Po felt his grip loosen, and she knew that he was gone.

She wept. She wept for the life they had shared, the children they had raised, the years that had slipped away like water through fingers. Her children came, and her grandchildren, and the neighbors. They lit incense, burned paper money, chanted prayers. They prepared his body for burial.

Zhu Po sat by his body, refusing to move. She held his cold hand and talked to him, telling him about the children, the farm, the weather. She told him that she loved him, that she missed him, that she would join him soon.

The night passed. The mourners left. Zhu Po sat alone with her husband's body.

Then something happened that she could not explain.



Chapter Two: The Return

Zhu Weng sat up.

Zhu Po screamed. Her husband's eyes were open, and he was looking at her with a calm, peaceful expression.

"Do not be afraid," he said. "I have not come back to haunt you."

"How are you alive? You were dead. Your hand was cold. Your breath had stopped."

"I was dead. But the Lord of Mount Tai sent me back. He said I had unfinished business."

"What unfinished business?"

Zhu Weng looked at her. His eyes were kind, but there was something in them—a sadness, perhaps, or a determination.

"I promised you that we would grow old together," he said. "I broke that promise. I died before you."

"You did not break it. You were old. It was your time."

"It was not my time. Not yet. The Lord of Mount Tai agreed. He said I could come back—but only for one day."

"One day?"

"One day. To say goodbye properly. To make sure you will be all right."

Zhu Po wept. She held him, and he held her, and they sat together as the sun rose over the fields.



Chapter Three: The Last Day

Zhu Weng spent his last day doing the things he loved. He walked through his fields, touching the stalks of rice, the leaves of the vegetables, the rough bark of the old mulberry tree. He sat in the sun, feeling its warmth on his face. He ate a meal with his family—simple food, rice and pickled vegetables and a small piece of fish—and he savored every bite.

His children were confused. They had seen him die. They had prepared his body for burial. And now he was sitting at the table, eating and laughing, as if nothing had happened.

"Father," his eldest son said, "are you alive or dead?"

"Both," Zhu Weng said. "I am alive for today. Tomorrow, I will be dead again. The Lord of Mount Tai granted me this day to say goodbye."

His son did not understand. He looked at his mother, who was smiling through her tears.

"Let him have this day," Zhu Po said. "Ask no questions."

The family ate together. They talked about old times, told stories, laughed at memories. Zhu Weng held his grandchildren on his lap, told them they were beautiful, and kissed their foreheads.

As the sun began to set, he took his wife's hand.

"Walk with me," he said.



Chapter Four: The Walk

They walked through the fields, the same fields they had walked together for fifty years. The sun was low, the shadows long, the air cool.

"I remember the day we met," Zhu Weng said. "You were washing clothes in the stream. Your sleeves were rolled up, and your arms were wet, and you were laughing at something your sister had said."

"I remember," Zhu Po said. "You were carrying a basket of vegetables. You dropped it when you saw me."

"I did not drop it. I set it down. Carefully."

"You dropped it. I saw the carrots roll into the stream."

He laughed. "Perhaps. But you picked them out for me. You waded into the water and handed them back, one by one."

"Your hands were shaking."

"I was nervous. You were the most beautiful woman I had ever seen."

She blushed. After fifty years of marriage, she still blushed when he said things like that.

"I loved you from that moment," Zhu Weng said. "I loved you through the hard years—the famine, the sickness, the death of our children. I loved you when we were young and foolish, and I loved you when we were old and tired. I have never stopped loving you."

"I know," Zhu Po said. "I have never stopped loving you either."

They stopped at the edge of the field, where the old mulberry tree stood. Zhu Weng had planted it when they were married, and it had grown tall and strong.

"Promise me something," he said.

"Anything."

"Do not grieve for me. Do not waste the years you have left sitting by my grave. Live, Zhu Po. Laugh, love, eat good food, drink good wine. Be happy."

"How can I be happy without you?"

"You were happy before you met me. You will be happy after I am gone. Happiness is not something someone gives you. It is something you choose."

She looked at him. His face was peaceful, but she could see that he was fading. His body was becoming translucent, like a ghost.

"It is time," he said.

"No. Not yet."

"The sun is setting. My day is over."

He kissed her. His lips were cold, but she did not mind.

"I will wait for you," he said. "Wherever I am going, I will wait."

He faded. She stood alone under the mulberry tree, the sun setting behind her, the wind rustling the leaves.



Chapter Five: The Mourning

Zhu Po returned to the house. Her husband's body was lying on the bed, cold and still. He had not moved. He had never moved. The day had been a gift—a final day, a last goodbye.

She sat by his body and wept. But her tears were not tears of despair. They were tears of gratitude.

She buried him the next day, in the field under the mulberry tree. She planted flowers on his grave, and she visited him every morning, talking to him as if he could still hear.

She lived for ten more years. She traveled to the city, saw the sights, tasted new foods. She made friends, laughed often, loved deeply. She did not forget her husband—she thought of him every day—but she did not let his death define her.

On her deathbed, she smiled.

"I am coming, Zhu Weng," she whispered. "I kept my promise. I lived."

She closed her eyes and died.



Epilogue: The Mulberry Tree

The mulberry tree still stands at the edge of the field. It is old now, its trunk gnarled, its branches twisted. But every spring, it blooms with small white flowers, and their fragrance fills the air.

The villagers say that on quiet nights, when the moon is full and the wind is still, two figures can be seen sitting under the tree—an old man and an old woman, their hands clasped, their faces peaceful.

They are not ghosts. They are not spirits. They are something else—something that has learned that love does not end with death, that the grave is not the end, that the promise of a lifetime is a promise forever.

The tree waits. The story continues.
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STORY 4: The Knight-Errant Woman
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The Sword That Slept in the Shadows
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BOOK FOUR: THE VENGEANCE OF THE DAUGHTER
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Chapter One: The Scholar Who Lived with His Mother

In the town of Jinan, in the province of Shandong, there lived a scholar named Gu Sheng. He was not a young man—thirty-five years had passed since his birth—and he had never married. His father had died when he was twenty, leaving him a small house, a few books, and a mother who was growing frail.

Gu Sheng was a good son. He tended his mother's needs, read to her in the evenings, and never spoke of his own loneliness. He studied for the examinations, but his heart was not in it. He wrote poetry, but his poems were sad. He watched his friends marry and have children, and he wondered if he would ever know that kind of happiness.

One autumn, a young woman moved into the house next door. She was alone—no family, no servants, no visitors. She was tall, with sharp features and eyes that seemed to see everything. She wore simple clothes, and her hair was pulled back in a tight bun. She did not smile. She did not speak to the neighbors. She kept to herself.

Gu Sheng's mother was curious. "Who is that woman?" she asked. "Why does she live alone?"

"I do not know," Gu Sheng said. "I will ask."

He called on her one afternoon. She opened the door a crack and looked at him with cold eyes.

"What do you want?"

"I am your neighbor, Gu Sheng. My mother and I live next door. We wanted to welcome you to the neighborhood."

She looked at him for a long moment. Then she opened the door and let him in.

Her house was sparse—a bed, a table, a few pots. There were no books, no decorations, no signs of a life. But on the wall, hanging from a peg, was a sword.

Gu Sheng noticed it. "You are a swordswoman?"

She did not answer. She poured him a cup of tea, and they sat in silence.

"You do not talk much," he said.

"I have nothing to say."

"That is sad."

She looked at him. Her eyes softened, just a little.

"You are kind," she said. "Most people are not."

She did not tell him her name. She did not tell him where she came from. She did not tell him why she carried a sword.

But she began to visit his mother. The old woman was lonely, and the young woman seemed to appreciate her company. She helped with the chores, cooked meals, and listened to the old woman's stories. She never smiled, but she was gentle.

Gu Sheng's mother grew fond of her. "You should marry her," she said.

"She does not want to marry anyone."

"She is alone. You are alone. It makes sense."

"She is not the kind of woman who marries."

His mother sighed. "You are too cautious. Sometimes, you must take a risk."



Chapter Two: The Secret

One night, Gu Sheng woke to a sound—a soft scraping, like a sword being sharpened. He got out of bed and looked out the window.

The young woman was in her yard, standing under the moonlight, holding her sword. She moved slowly, deliberately, practicing forms that he did not recognize. Her body flowed like water, her blade flashed like lightning. She was beautiful, in a way that had nothing to do with her face.

She saw him watching. She stopped.

"You should be asleep," she said.

"I could not sleep. What are you doing?"

"Practicing."

"Every night?"

"Every night."

She sheathed her sword and walked to the fence that separated their yards.

"You want to know who I am," she said.

"I do."

"My name is Xia Nu. I am the daughter of a general. My father was framed for treason by a corrupt official. He was executed. My mother died of grief. My brothers were exiled. I am the only one left."

"Who was the official?"

"His name is Wang. He is a censor in the capital. He is rich, powerful, and protected by guards. I have been hunting him for three years."

"You want to kill him?"

"I want to avenge my father."

Gu Sheng looked at her. Her face was hard, but her eyes were full of pain.

"That is why you do not smile," he said. "That is why you do not talk. You are waiting."

"I am waiting."

"Will you succeed?"

"I do not know. But I will try."

She turned and walked back into her house. Gu Sheng stood by the window, watching the moon, thinking about the woman with the sword.



Chapter Three: The Courtship

Gu Sheng fell in love with her. He did not mean to. She was cold, distant, focused on her revenge. She had no time for love, no desire for it. But he saw the pain beneath her hardness, the loneliness beneath her silence. He wanted to comfort her, to hold her, to tell her that everything would be all right.

He brought her food, mended her roof, chopped wood for her fire. She did not thank him. She did not ask him to stop. She accepted his help as if it were her due.

His mother noticed. "You love her," she said.

"I do."

"Does she love you?"

"I do not know."

His mother sighed. "Then you must ask her."

He asked her one evening, as they sat by the fire. She was sharpening her sword, the blade gleaming in the firelight.

"Xia Nu," he said, "I love you."

She did not look up. "Love is a weakness."

"It is also a strength."

"For you, perhaps. For me, it is a distraction."

"I am not asking you to stop your revenge. I am asking you to let me help you."

She looked at him. Her eyes were cold, but there was something in them—a flicker, a hesitation.

"You cannot help me," she said. "You are a scholar. You have never held a sword."

"Then let me hold you."

She was silent for a long time. Then she set down her sword.

"You are a fool," she said.

"I know."

"I have nothing to give you. No dowry, no family, no future. I may die tomorrow. I may kill the censor and be executed. I cannot promise you anything."

"I am not asking for promises."

She looked at him. Her eyes softened, just a little.

"Then stay," she said. "Stay tonight."



Chapter Four: The Night

They lay together in her bed, her sword on the wall, her body warm against his. She did not speak. She did not weep. She held him, and he held her, and they watched the moon cross the sky.

In the morning, she was gone.

He found a note on the table: I have gone to the capital. Do not follow. If I live, I will return.

Gu Sheng waited. He waited a week, a month, a season. The leaves fell, the snow came, the flowers bloomed. He did not hear from her.

His mother grew worried. "She is not coming back," she said.

"She will come back."

"How do you know?"

"I do not know. I believe."



Chapter Five: The Return

She returned on a spring morning, when the peach blossoms were blooming. She was thinner, paler, her clothes torn. But she was alive.

She walked into his house and fell into his arms.

"It is done," she said.

"Wang?"

"Dead. I killed him. I avenged my father."

She wept. She had not wept in years, but she wept now. He held her, and they sat by the fire as she told him everything.

She had traveled to the capital, found the censor's mansion, and waited. She had watched his movements, learned his habits, found a way into his house. She had hidden in his garden for three days, waiting for the right moment.

On the third night, he came out to walk in the moonlight. She stepped out of the shadows and confronted him.

"Do you know who I am?" she asked.

He did not. He had killed so many, framed so many, that he had forgotten their faces.

"I am the daughter of General Xia. You had him executed for treason. He was innocent."

The censor laughed. "Many are innocent. What is one more?"

She drew her sword. He called for his guards, but she was faster. She killed him before they could reach her.

She escaped through the garden, over the wall, into the night. She had been running for three weeks, hiding in forests, sleeping in ditches. But she had made it home.

"Now I am a fugitive," she said. "If they catch me, they will execute me."

"Then we will hide you."

"You cannot hide me forever."

"Then we will run."

She looked at him. Her eyes were full of love and sorrow.

"You would give up everything for me?"

"I would give up everything for you."

She kissed him. Her lips were warm, and he tasted the salt of her tears.



Chapter Six: The Flight

They left that night. Gu Sheng told his mother that they were going to visit relatives in the south. He did not tell her the truth. He did not want to put her in danger.

They traveled for weeks, moving from town to town, village to village. Xia Nu cut her hair and dressed as a man. Gu Sheng pretended to be her brother. They slept in temples, in barns, in the open fields.

They were happy. Despite the danger, the fear, the uncertainty, they were happy. They talked about the future—a small house in the mountains, a garden, children. They dreamed of a life that might never come.

One night, as they sat by a river, watching the moon, Xia Nu took his hand.

"I am pregnant," she said.

Gu Sheng's heart leaped. "A child?"

"Your child. Our child."

He held her. He wept with joy.

"We must find a place to settle," he said. "Somewhere safe. Somewhere they will not find us."

"There is a village in the mountains," she said. "My mother's family came from there. It is remote, hidden. No one goes there."

"Then we will go there."



Chapter Seven: The Village

They found the village after a week of hard travel. It was small, a cluster of houses in a valley surrounded by peaks. The people were simple, kind, and curious. They accepted the strangers without too many questions.

Gu Sheng built a house with his own hands. It was small, but it was theirs. He planted a garden, raised chickens, and taught the village children to read. Xia Nu gave up her sword. She buried it under the floorboards, and she did not take it out again.

Their daughter was born in the winter, on the night of the first snow. They named her Ping, which means "Peace." She was healthy, beautiful, and she had her mother's eyes.

Gu Sheng was happy. He had never been so happy. He had a wife he loved, a child he adored, a home he had built. He did not think about the past, about the censor, about the danger. He lived in the present, and the present was good.

Xia Nu was happy too. She had not known that happiness was possible. She had spent so many years consumed by revenge that she had forgotten how to feel joy. But now, holding her daughter, watching her husband work the fields, she felt something she had never felt before: peace.



Chapter Eight: The Past

The past found them, as it always does.

One afternoon, a group of soldiers rode into the village. They were looking for a woman—a swordswoman who had killed a censor in the capital. They had a description, a sketch, a reward.

The villagers were frightened. They did not want to betray their neighbors, but they did not want to die.

Gu Sheng hid his wife and daughter in the cellar. He went out to meet the soldiers.

"I am the headman of this village," he said. "We have no strangers here. Only farmers and their families."

The captain of the soldiers looked at him. "We have information that a woman matching the description was seen in this area."

"Information can be wrong."

The captain was not convinced. He ordered his men to search the houses.

They found nothing. Xia Nu had buried her sword. She had cut her hair. She looked like any other village woman. The soldiers did not recognize her.

But the captain was suspicious. He looked at Gu Sheng, at his house, at the faces of the villagers.

"We will return," he said. "If we find that you have lied to us, you will be executed."

He left. Gu Sheng went to the cellar and held his wife.

"We cannot stay here," he said.

"Where can we go?"

"I do not know. But we cannot stay."



Chapter Nine: The Journey

They left that night. They took only what they could carry—food, water, a few clothes. Xia Nu dug up her sword and strapped it to her back.

They walked through the mountains, following paths that only she knew. They slept in caves, ate berries and roots, drank from streams. Their daughter cried, and they comforted her, and they kept walking.

They walked for weeks. Gu Sheng grew thin, his feet blistered, his heart heavy. Xia Nu did not complain. She had spent years on the road, and she was used to hardship.

One night, as they rested in a cave, she took his hand.

"You should leave me," she said.

"What?"

"Take our daughter. Find a village. Raise her. I will go on alone."

"No."

"They are hunting me, not you. If you stay with me, you will die."

"Then I will die."

She wept. "You are a fool."

"I know."

They held each other in the darkness, and they did not let go.



Chapter Ten: The End

They crossed the border into a new province, where the soldiers did not know their faces. They found a small town, settled in, and started again. Gu Sheng worked as a scribe. Xia Nu stayed indoors, hidden.

They lived in fear for many years. But as time passed, the hunt faded. The censor's family gave up. The soldiers moved on to other crimes. The past became a memory.

Xia Nu grew old. She never stopped carrying her sword, but she never used it again. She watched her daughter grow, marry, have children. She watched Gu Sheng's hair turn white, his steps slow, his hands shake.

He died on a spring morning, when the peach blossoms were blooming. She was beside him, holding his hand.

"Thank you," he said. "For everything."

She did not weep. She had done her weeping long ago.

"I will wait for you," she said.

He smiled. He closed his eyes, and he died.

She buried him in the garden, under the peach tree. She planted flowers on his grave, and she visited him every day.

She lived for ten more years. She taught her granddaughter to read, to write, to stand up for what was right. She told her the story of the censor, the sword, the revenge.

On her deathbed, she smiled.

"I am coming, Gu Sheng," she whispered. "I kept my promise. I lived."

She closed her eyes and died.



Epilogue: The Sword

The sword is still in the family. It hangs on the wall of the eldest daughter's house, a reminder of the woman who wielded it. The children ask about it, and the old people tell the story.

They tell of a woman who avenged her father, who loved a scholar, who buried her sword and found peace. They tell of a love that survived danger, flight, and death. They tell of a promise kept.

The sword does not rust. The blade does not dull. It waits, as she waited, for the next one who will take it up.

But no one does. The family has found peace. The sword is a relic, a memory, a story.

And sometimes, on quiet nights, when the moon is full and the wind is still, the family says they can hear a sound—the soft scrape of a sword being sharpened, the whisper of a woman's voice, the echo of a promise.

She is watching. She is waiting. She is remembering.
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STORY 5: Lianxiang
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The Fox and the Ghost Who Loved the Same Man
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BOOK FIVE: THE TWO LOVES OF SANG XIAO
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Chapter One: The Scholar in the Abandoned Garden

In the city of Yizhou, in the province of Shandong, there lived a scholar named Sang Xiao. He was a young man of twenty, handsome and intelligent, but he had one peculiar habit: he preferred to study in abandoned gardens. He found the quiet of the empty pavilions, the whisper of the wind through the broken walls, and the scent of overgrown flowers conducive to concentration.

His friends thought him strange. "Why do you not study in your own house?" they asked. "It is warm, dry, and free of ghosts."

"Ghosts do not frighten me," Sang Xiao said. "I am more afraid of boredom."

There was an old garden on the eastern edge of the city, known as the Garden of Lost Moon. It had once belonged to a wealthy merchant, but the merchant had died, his family had moved away, and the garden had fallen into ruin. The locals avoided it. They said that spirits walked there at night, that a woman in white could be seen weeping by the pond.

Sang Xiao was intrigued. He began to study there every evening.

One night, as the moon rose over the crumbling pavilion, he heard a soft laugh. He looked up. A young woman was standing at the edge of the garden, her robes pale pink, her hair loose, her face half-hidden by a fan.

"You are brave to come here alone," she said.

"I am not brave," Sang Xiao said. "I am curious."

She lowered her fan. Her face was beautiful—not in the way of paintings, but in the way of a flower that has just bloomed: fresh, alive, and fragrant. Her eyes were dark, and there was something in them—a mischief, perhaps, or a welcome.

"I am Lianxiang," she said. "I live nearby. I come here to escape my family."

"Your family?"

"My parents. They are... strict." She sat beside him on the stone bench. "What are you studying?"

"The Book of Songs."

"Ah, love poems." She smiled. "Do you believe in love, Sang Xiao?"

"I believe in many things. But I have never been in love."

"Then you have not lived."

She stayed with him until dawn. They talked about poetry, philosophy, and the nature of the heart. When the sun rose, she rose.

"I must go," she said. "Will you be here tomorrow?"

"I will."

"Then I will come."



Chapter Two: The Nights

She came every night. They talked, laughed, and walked through the garden. Sang Xiao found himself looking forward to the evenings, counting the hours until sunset. He fell in love with her, though he did not say it. He was afraid that if he spoke, she would disappear.

One night, as they sat by the pond, she took his hand.

"Sang Xiao," she said, "I have a confession."

"What is it?"

"I am not human. I am a fox spirit. I have lived in this garden for a hundred years. I have watched many scholars come and go, but I have never spoken to any of them. Until you."

Sang Xiao did not pull away. "Why me?"

"Because you are not afraid. Because you see the beauty in abandoned places. Because you are kind."

He held her hand. "I do not care what you are. I care who you are."

She smiled. It was a small smile, sad, but real. "Then you are a fool."

"Perhaps."

They kissed. Her lips were warm, and he tasted the sweetness of her breath.



Chapter Three: The Ghost

Another woman came to the garden. She was pale, dressed in white, with dark circles under her eyes. Her name was Li Shi. She was a ghost.

She appeared one night when Lianxiang was not there. Sang Xiao was reading by lamplight when he felt a chill. He looked up, and she was standing before him, her feet not quite touching the ground.

"You are the scholar," she said. "I have watched you."

"Who are you?"

"I am Li Shi. I died in this garden, ten years ago. I was waiting for my lover, but he never came. I died of a broken heart."

Sang Xiao felt a pang of pity. "I am sorry."

"Do not be. Death is not so bad. It is quiet." She looked at him. "You are kind. Most men run from me."

"I am not most men."

She smiled. It was a thin smile, pale, but real.

"May I sit with you?"

"You may."

She sat beside him, and they talked until dawn. She told him about her life, her lover, her death. He told her about his studies, his loneliness, his hope for the future.

When the sun rose, she faded.

"I will come again," she said.

"Please do."



Chapter Four: The Rivalry

Lianxiang was jealous. She could smell Li Shi on Sang Xiao's clothes, see her shadow in the corners of his eyes.

"You have been with the ghost," Lianxiang said.

"I have. She is lonely. She needs company."

"She is dead. She should move on. She is only staying because you give her hope."

"Is that wrong? To give hope?"

Lianxiang looked at him. Her eyes were dark, and there were tears in them.

"I am jealous," she said. "I know it is foolish. But I cannot help it."
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