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BOOK ONE: THE FACE OF DESIRE
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Chapter One: The Scholar and the Mirror

Wang Sheng was forty-three years old, and he had never seen his own face.

This is not literally true, of course. He had looked into mirrors countless times—the polished bronze disk on his wife’s dressing table, the still water of the garden pond, the dark glass of shop windows on the rare occasions he ventured into the city. He had seen the reflection that stared back at him: the long, thin face, the sparse beard, the eyes that had once been bright with ambition and were now merely tired. He had seen these features, catalogued them, acknowledged them. But he had never truly seen them—never understood what they meant, never grasped the way they appeared to others, never recognized the man they revealed.

This failure of vision was, in its way, the story of his life.

Wang Sheng was born in the thirty-seventh year of the Wanli Emperor’s reign, in a small town in Shanxi province, to a family of minor gentry whose fortunes had been declining for three generations. His grandfather had been a prefect, his father a county magistrate, and Wang Sheng himself—well, Wang Sheng was a scholar who had never passed the provincial examinations. He had tried three times, at the ages of twenty-two, twenty-five, and twenty-eight. Each time he had traveled to the provincial capital, rented a cramped room near the examination hall, and submitted himself to the ordeal: three days and two nights in a cell the size of a coffin, writing essays on Confucian classics, composing poetry on assigned themes, drafting policy proposals on matters of state. Each time he had returned home with his head bowed and his hopes dashed.

After the third failure, his father had died. The old man had been ill for years, his health worn down by the disappointments of his own career, and Wang Sheng’s failure was the final weight that broke him. He had died without saying a word of reproach, which was worse than any curse. Wang Sheng had buried him, observed the mourning rituals, and then—with nothing left to lose—had taken the only position available to a failed scholar of modest connections: a minor clerkship in the provincial capital of Taiyuan.

It was not the life he had imagined for himself. He had dreamed of official robes, of silk hats, of a sedan chair carried by servants through the streets of Beijing. Instead, he wore the rough cotton of a minor functionary and spent his days copying tax ledgers in a cramped office that smelled of ink and mold. He was one of dozens of clerks in the provincial bureaucracy, interchangeable, invisible. When he walked through the streets of Taiyuan, no one looked at him. When he spoke in meetings, no one listened. He had become, in the words of his wife, “a man who is there but not there.”

His wife. Chen was her name, a plain woman from an even plainer family, chosen for him by his mother when he was twenty-five and still believed he would pass the examinations and rise in the world. She was not beautiful, but she was competent. She kept the house, managed the servants (one elderly maid who did the cooking and cleaning), and asked for nothing more than a quiet life. She had given him one child, a son who had died in infancy, and no others. The loss had carved something out of her, some essential softness, leaving behind a woman who moved through the world with a kind of determined efficiency that Wang Sheng found admirable but not—never—exciting.

That was the word that haunted him: exciting. His life was not exciting. His work was not exciting. His wife was not exciting. He woke each morning to the same gray light, ate the same bland porridge, walked the same streets to the same office, copied the same columns of numbers, returned home to the same quiet house, ate the same tasteless dinner, and lay beside the same warm but unremarkable body in the same bed, night after night, year after year.

He was forty-three years old, and he was dying by degrees, and no one noticed.

It was this—this desperate, unacknowledged hunger for something, anything, that would make him feel alive—that drove him into the Western Hills on the morning of the seventh day of the eighth month, in the forty-third year of his life.



Chapter Two: The Path into the Hills

The Western Hills rose to the west of Taiyuan like a wall of jade, their slopes thick with ancient cedar and cypress, their peaks lost in cloud for most of the year. They were beautiful, in the way that wild places are beautiful—untamed, indifferent, dangerous. The locals knew better than to venture far into them. There were stories, of course. There were always stories. Of travelers who had gone in and never come out. Of strange lights seen on the slopes at night. Of voices that called from the ravines, voices that sounded like your mother, your wife, your dead child, but were not.

Wang Sheng knew the stories. He had heard them from his colleagues, who told them with the relish of men who spent their lives indoors and liked to frighten themselves with tales of the wild. He had dismissed them as peasant superstition, the kind of thing uneducated people believed because they could not understand the natural world. He was a scholar, a man of reason, a clerk who dealt in facts and figures. He did not believe in ghosts.

And yet, on that morning, when he woke to the gray light and the bland porridge and the quiet house, he found himself walking toward the hills.

He told himself it was for the exercise. He told himself he needed to clear his head, to escape the smell of ink and the weight of ledgers. He told himself he would go only a little way, just to the first ridge, just to see the view. He told himself many things, and he believed none of them.

The path into the hills was narrow and overgrown, barely visible beneath the fallen leaves and tangled roots. It had not been used in years, perhaps decades. The cedars crowded close on either side, their branches interlocking overhead to form a canopy that filtered the morning light into a green twilight. The air was cool and damp, heavy with the smell of earth and rot. Wang Sheng walked slowly, picking his way over roots and stones, and as he walked, he felt something he had not felt in years: anticipation.

He did not know what he was looking for. He did not know why his heart was beating faster, why his breath was coming quicker, why his eyes kept darting into the shadows between the trees. He only knew that for the first time in as long as he could remember, he was somewhere, not just passing through.

The path led him deeper into the hills. He passed a stream that ran black with tannin, a grove of bamboo that rattled in the wind like a thousand bones, a clearing where the grass had grown tall and wild and no one had come to cut it. He was about to turn back—he had come too far, he had work to do, he was a sensible man—when he saw the pavilion.

It was old, very old, its roof tiles cracked and mossy, its pillars leaning at angles that should not have been possible. It stood at the edge of a cliff, overlooking a valley that fell away into mist. The path led directly to it, as if the pavilion had been waiting for him, had been waiting for years, for decades, for centuries.

Wang Sheng approached it slowly. The pavilion was empty, but it had not always been. He could see the remnants of a stone table, of benches, of the kind of place where scholars might once have gathered to drink wine and compose poetry and watch the moon rise over the hills. Those scholars were long gone now, their bones in the earth, their poems forgotten, their names erased from memory. But the pavilion remained, waiting.

He sat on one of the stone benches, looking out at the valley. The mist was rising now, curling up from the depths like smoke from a hidden fire. He could hear water somewhere, a waterfall perhaps, and the call of a bird he did not recognize. He sat for a long time, doing nothing, thinking nothing, just being—and in that state of wordless being, he felt something stir in him, something that had been buried so deep he had forgotten it existed.

He was about to rise, to return to the city, to his office, to his life, when he heard the weeping.



Chapter Three: The Woman by the Road

It came from the path behind him, a sound so soft he almost missed it—a catch of breath, a stifled sob, the kind of sound a person makes when they have been crying for so long that tears are no longer possible. Wang Sheng turned.

She was sitting on a fallen log at the edge of the path, her back to him, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. She wore robes of the finest Suzhou silk, pale green like the first leaves of spring, but the robes were torn at the hem and stained with dirt. Her hair, black as ink, hung loose down her back, tangled with leaves and twigs. She looked, Wang Sheng thought, like a woman who had been running for a very long time.

He should have walked away. He knew this, even as he rose from the bench and walked toward her. A woman alone in the hills, weeping, was not a woman in need of help. She was a woman in need of something else, something that a sensible man would not provide. But Wang Sheng had not been sensible for a very long time, and the sight of her—the curve of her shoulders, the fall of her hair, the way her robes clung to her body—awakened something in him that was not curiosity.

“Lady,” he said, his voice rougher than he intended. “Are you lost?”

She turned.

He had expected many things: a face ravaged by grief, a face hardened by hardship, a face that would explain why she was alone in this wild place. He had not expected beauty. Not this beauty. Her face was a face from a dream, from a painting, from a poem that had not yet been written. Her skin was the color of fresh milk, her lips the color of cherry blossoms, her eyes—her eyes were the color of autumn lakes, deep and dark and fathomless. She looked at him, and Wang Sheng felt something crack inside his chest, something that had been frozen for a very long time.

“I am lost,” she said, and her voice was like water over stones, like wind through bamboo, like the first rain after a long drought. “I have been walking for three days. I have no food, no water. I do not know where I am.”

Her words were formal, educated, the words of a woman who had been raised in a good family. Wang Sheng’s scholar’s instincts noted this, catalogued it, filed it away. But his other instincts—the ones he had suppressed for twenty years—were noting something else: the curve of her throat, the hollow at the base of her neck, the way her robes slipped from her shoulders when she moved.

“What happened?” he asked. “How did you come to be here?”

She lowered her head. A tear traced a path down her perfect cheek. “My family sold me,” she whispered. “My father died. My mother was ill. There was no money. A merchant—he said he would take care of us. But he was cruel. He beat me. He locked me in a room. I escaped three days ago. I have been running ever since.”

Wang Sheng’s heart, which had not stirred for his wife in years, now beat a frantic tattoo against his ribs. “You cannot stay here,” he said. “It is not safe. There are wolves in these hills. Bandits.”

“I have nowhere to go.” Her voice was so small, so hopeless, so utterly dependent on him.

“I have a small study,” Wang Sheng heard himself say. The words left his mouth before his mind could stop them. “Behind my house. It is modest, but safe. No one goes there. You could stay. Until you find somewhere else.”

She looked up at him, and her eyes—those autumn lakes—were filled with gratitude, with hope, with something else that made his breath catch. “You would do that? For a stranger?”

“It is the duty of a scholar,” he said, “to help those in need.”

She smiled. It was the first time he had seen her smile, and it was like the sun breaking through clouds after a storm. “You are kind,” she said. “I have not met kindness in a long time.”

He helped her to her feet. Her hand was cold, colder than it should have been, but he did not notice. He was too busy noticing other things: the way she leaned against him as they walked, the pressure of her hip against his, the scent of her hair—jasmine and something else, something dark and sweet that made his head spin.

They walked back through the hills, through the green twilight, past the black stream and the rattling bamboo. Wang Sheng talked as they walked, telling her about Taiyuan, about his work, about his life. He did not mention his wife. He did not mention the quiet house, the bland porridge, the warm but unremarkable body in the bed. Those things seemed distant now, irrelevant, like the memories of another life.

“What is your name?” he asked, as they neared the city gates.

She was silent for a moment. Then: “Li. Call me Li.”

“Li,” he repeated, tasting the name. “It is a beautiful name.”

She smiled again, and Wang Sheng felt that crack in his chest widen.



Chapter Four: The Study

His study was a small building behind his house, separated from the main residence by a garden wall and a grove of bamboo. It had been intended as a retreat, a place where he could read and write in peace, away from the noise of the household. But Wang Sheng had not used it for years. He had not had the energy, the inspiration, the desire. The study had become a storage room, filled with old books, old papers, old disappointments.

He cleaned it that afternoon, working quickly while his wife was at the market. He swept the floor, dusted the shelves, aired out the bedding. He brought fresh water, a bowl of rice, a jar of wine. He did not think about what he was doing. He did not think about the lies he would have to tell, the secrets he would have to keep. He only thought about her face, her voice, her smile.

When he brought her to the study that evening, she looked around with an expression of quiet wonder. “This is yours?” she asked.

“It is mine,” he said. “And now it is yours. For as long as you need it.”

She turned to him, and her eyes—those autumn lakes—were bright with tears. “No one has ever been so kind to me.”

He wanted to take her in his arms. He wanted to hold her, to comfort her, to tell her that he would always be kind to her, that he would protect her, that he would do anything she asked. But he did not. He was, after all, a scholar. He had studied the rites, the proprieties. He knew what was proper and what was not.

“Rest,” he said. “Eat. I will return tomorrow.”

She caught his hand as he turned to leave. Her fingers were cold, so cold, but they held him with a strength that surprised him. “Will you come back?” she asked. “Will you come back tomorrow?”

“I will,” he said. “I will come every day.”

She released his hand, and he walked back through the bamboo grove, through the garden, into the house where his wife was waiting with dinner and questions.

“You are late,” Chen said. She was sitting at the table, the food already cold, her face expressionless.

“I was working,” Wang Sheng said. “There is a new tax assessment. It requires extra time.”

Chen looked at him. Her eyes were not autumn lakes; they were the color of old tea, of dried leaves, of things that had lost their freshness long ago. “You have been working late a great deal lately.”

“The end of the season is always busy.”

She said nothing more. She served him cold rice and pickled vegetables, and they ate in silence. When the meal was over, she cleared the dishes, and Wang Sheng went to bed. He lay beside her in the darkness, listening to her breathe, and thought of Li. Her face. Her voice. Her cold, cold fingers.

He did not sleep that night. And when dawn came, he rose early, dressed quickly, and went to the study.



Chapter Five: The Days That Followed

The days that followed were the brightest of Wang Sheng’s life. He rose each morning before the sun, ate a hurried breakfast with his wife, and went to the study. He told Chen he was working on a new project, a commentary on the Spring and Autumn Annals, that required his full attention. He told his colleagues at the office that he was unwell, that his eyes were troubling him, that he needed to work from home. The lies came easily, more easily than he had expected. He had spent his life telling himself that his disappointments did not matter, that his hunger did not exist, that the gray life he led was enough. Now, finally, he had something worth lying for.

Li was waiting for him each morning, sitting by the window of the study, watching the sun rise over the garden wall. She wore the same robes—the torn green silk—and Wang Sheng told himself he would buy her new ones, better ones, as soon as he could. But he did not. He was afraid that if he left her, even for a day, she would disappear, would vanish like the mist in the hills, and he would never see her again.

They spent the days together, talking, reading, drinking wine. She was educated, more educated than he had expected. She had read the classics, the poets, the philosophers. She could quote from the Book of Songs and the Analects with equal facility. When he recited a poem, she could finish it. When he expressed an opinion, she could challenge it, refine it, deepen it. She was, he realized, the companion he had always wanted—the partner who could meet him in the realm of ideas, who could understand his thoughts, who could make him feel, for the first time in his life, that he was not alone.

And she was beautiful. God, she was beautiful. Her beauty was not something he could ignore or set aside. It was there in every gesture, every glance, every word. When she laughed, he forgot to breathe. When she touched his hand, he felt a warmth that spread through his veins like wine. When she looked at him with those autumn eyes, he felt himself falling, falling, falling into something he had never experienced before.

He did not tell her about his wife. He did not tell her about the quiet house, the bland porridge, the warm but unremarkable body in the bed. Those things were not part of this world, the world he had built in the study, the world of poetry and wine and beauty. He told himself that he would tell her, eventually. He told himself that she would understand. He told himself many things.

On the seventh day, she kissed him.

It was evening. They had been drinking wine, and the light through the window was golden, and her face was flushed, and she was laughing at something he had said—something clever, he thought, though he could not remember what—and then she was leaning toward him, and her lips were on his, and the world stopped.

Her lips were cold. Colder than they should have been. But he did not notice. He was too busy noticing other things: the pressure of her body against his, the scent of her hair, the way her fingers threaded through his hair and pulled him closer. He kissed her back, and for a moment—just a moment—he felt something he had never felt before: that he was alive, truly alive, that everything that had come before was a shadow, a dream, a life lived by someone else.

When they pulled apart, she was smiling. “You are a good man, Wang Sheng,” she said. “A kind man.”

He wanted to tell her that he was not kind, that he was weak, that he was a liar and a coward. He wanted to tell her about his wife, about his failures, about the gray life he had abandoned for her. But he did not. He kissed her again, and the words died on his lips.

That night, he came home late. His wife was waiting for him, the food cold on the table.

“Where have you been?” she asked.

“Working,” he said. “The commentary.”

She looked at him. For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Then she rose, cleared the table, and went to bed.

He followed her. He lay beside her in the darkness, listening to her breathe, and felt nothing. Not guilt. Not shame. Nothing. The only thing he felt was the memory of Li’s lips on his, Li’s fingers in his hair, Li’s voice whispering his name.

He did not sleep that night. And in the morning, he went to the study.



Chapter Six: The Servant’s Suspicion

The servants knew. Of course they knew. There was no keeping secrets in a house like Wang Sheng’s, where the walls were thin and the servants were old and the routines were fixed. The cook had seen him carrying food to the study. The gardener had heard voices coming from the study at night. The maid—a woman named Liu, who had been with the family for twenty years—had seen the woman.

She was an old woman, Liu, with a face like dried fruit and eyes that missed nothing. She had served Wang Sheng’s mother, and his grandmother before that, and she had learned in those long years to read the signs of a household. She knew when a man was lying. She knew when a man was hiding something. She knew when a man was destroying himself.

She did not go to Chen. That was not her place. A servant did not carry tales to the mistress, not about something like this. Instead, she went to Wang Sheng.

She found him in the garden one evening, walking among the peonies, his face turned toward the study. His expression was soft, dreamy, the expression of a man in love. Liu had seen that expression before, on the face of his father, on the face of his grandfather. It was the expression of a man walking toward a cliff.

“Master,” she said. “I must speak with you.”

He turned, and for a moment, she saw the boy he had been—the bright-eyed scholar who had left for the provincial capital with such high hopes. Then the dreaminess returned, and he was a stranger again.

“What is it, Liu?”

She hesitated. It was not her place. But she had served this family for twenty years, and she had seen what happened to men who did what he was doing. “There is a woman,” she said. “In the study.”

His face changed. The dreaminess vanished, replaced by something harder, something she had not seen before. “That is none of your concern.”

“Master, I have served your family since before you were born. I watched your father destroy himself. I watched your grandfather. Do not think I do not know what I am seeing.”

His hand shot out and caught her wrist. His grip was tight, too tight, and his eyes—his eyes were the eyes of a stranger. “You will say nothing,” he said. “You will tell no one. Do you understand?”

Liu looked at him. She saw the fear in his eyes, the desperation, the hunger. She saw a man who had already fallen and did not know it. “I will say nothing,” she said. “But master—I beg you—be careful. There is something wrong with that woman. I have seen her. I have seen the way she moves, the way she walks. She does not walk like a living woman.”

He released her wrist. His face was pale now, the hardness gone, replaced by something that might have been doubt. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, master, that I have lived a long time. I have seen things that cannot be explained. And I have learned that when something seems too beautiful, too perfect, too good to be true—it is not what it seems.”

He stared at her for a long moment. Then he turned away. “Go,” he said. “Go back to the house. Say nothing.”

Liu went. But she did not stop watching. And three nights later, she saw what she had been expecting to see: a figure in white, moving through the garden, slipping into the study. But it was not the woman she had seen before. It was something else. Something that did not walk like a woman, did not move like a woman, did not exist like a woman.

She did not sleep that night. And in the morning, she went to find a Taoist priest.



Chapter Seven: The Taoist in the Market

The Taoist priest was in the market every morning, sitting on a broken stool outside the temple of the City God, selling talismans and fortune sticks and offering advice to those who sought it. He was an old man, or seemed to be, with a face like weathered stone and eyes that saw more than they should. The locals knew him, respected him, feared him a little. He had been there for as long as anyone could remember, and no one knew where he came from or how old he was.

Liu found him at dawn, before the market had filled with merchants and shoppers. He was sitting on his stool, eyes closed, as if asleep. But when she approached, he opened his eyes and looked at her.

“You have come about the house on Scholar’s Lane,” he said.

Liu stopped. “How did you know?”

He smiled. It was not a kind smile. “I know many things. The woman in the study. The scholar who thinks he is in love. The wife who waits with cold food on the table. I know.”

“Can you help?”

The priest rose. He was taller than she had expected, and his robes, though old and faded, seemed to hold a light of their own. “I can help,” he said. “But the scholar must want to be helped. He must see what is in front of him. If he does not—if he chooses the dream over the truth—there is nothing I can do.”

“He will not listen to me,” Liu said. “He will not listen to anyone.”

The priest nodded. “Then I will have to show him.”

He reached into his sleeve and pulled out a fly whisk, its handle carved from dark wood, its bristles white as snow. “Take this,” he said. “Hang it above the door of the study. The demon will not be able to enter. But the scholar—the scholar must see for himself. The whisk will not open his eyes. It will only keep the demon at bay until he is ready to see.”

Liu took the whisk. It was lighter than she had expected, and cold to the touch, cold as a winter morning. “What is she?” she asked. “The woman. What is she?”

The priest’s eyes darkened. “She is hunger,” he said. “She is desire. She is the face men see when they close their eyes and dream of what they do not have. And she is death.”

He turned away. “Go. Do as I said. And pray that the scholar wakes before it is too late.”



Chapter Eight: The Whisk

Liu hung the whisk above the door of the study that night, after Wang Sheng had gone to bed. She did it quickly, quietly, her old hands trembling. She did not know if it would work. She did not know if anything would work. But she had done what she could.

The next morning, Wang Sheng went to the study as usual. He found the whisk hanging above the door, and for a moment, he hesitated. It was a strange thing, out of place, not something he had put there. He reached up to remove it, but as his hand touched the handle, a cold shock ran up his arm—not pain, exactly, but something like recognition, like a warning.

He pulled his hand back. He stood there, looking at the whisk, and for a moment—just a moment—the doubt that Liu had planted in his mind began to grow. What if she was right? What if there was something wrong with Li? What if the beauty, the intelligence, the companionship—what if it was all a lie?

Then he heard her voice from inside the study. “Wang Sheng? Is that you?”

And the doubt vanished. He pushed open the door, and there she was, sitting by the window, her face turned toward him, her eyes bright with welcome. She was wearing the green robes, the torn silk, and her hair was loose, and she was so beautiful that his heart ached.

“What is that?” she asked, pointing to the whisk. “Why is it there?”

He did not know what to say. He could not tell her the truth. “A servant,” he said. “A foolish superstition. I will remove it.”

“No.” Her voice was sharp, sharper than he had ever heard it. “Leave it. It does not matter.”

He looked at her. Her face was smooth, unreadable, but her eyes—her eyes were not looking at him. They were looking at the whisk, and in them he saw something he had never seen before: fear.

“Li,” he said. “What is wrong?”

She turned to him, and her face was the face he knew, the face he loved, the face that had become the center of his world. “Nothing,” she said. “Nothing is wrong. Come. Sit with me. I have missed you.”

He sat with her. He talked with her. He drank wine with her. But the doubt did not leave him. It sat in the back of his mind, small at first, then growing, like a seed that had been planted in dark soil.

That night, he did not go to her. He told himself he was tired. He told himself he needed to rest. He told himself many things. But when he lay in his bed, beside his wife, listening to her breathe, he could not sleep. He kept seeing Li’s face when she looked at the whisk. He kept hearing the sharpness in her voice. He kept feeling the coldness of her hands, her lips, her body against his.

And in the darkness, he made a decision. Tomorrow, he would go to the study. He would look. He would see. And if there was something wrong—if Liu was right, if the Taoist was right—he would know.



Chapter Nine: The Unveiling

He went to the study the next morning, but he did not go in. He circled around the garden, keeping to the shadows, and approached the study from the back. There was a window there, small, covered with paper, but he could see through it if he was careful.

He heard her voice inside. She was talking to herself, a soft murmur, words he could not make out. He pressed his eye to the paper and looked.

At first, he saw nothing. The study was dark, the curtains drawn, the candles unlit. Then his eyes adjusted, and he saw her.

She was sitting at the dressing table—his dressing table, the one he had brought from the main house, the one with the bronze mirror. Her back was to him, and she was doing something with her hands, something that took all her attention. He watched, his heart pounding, as she lifted something to her face, something that gleamed in the dim light.

It was a brush. She was painting.

But she was not painting on paper. She was painting on something that lay on the table before her—something that, as his eyes adjusted further, he realized was skin. Human skin. Tanned, stretched, painted with exquisite care. A face. Her face. The face he knew, the face he loved, the face that had become the center of his world.

He watched, frozen, as she painted the lips, the cheeks, the eyes. Her hands moved with a practiced grace, a skill born of centuries. And as she painted, she hummed—a soft, tuneless sound, like wind through a hollow tree.

When she finished, she set down the brush. She lifted the painted skin—her skin, the skin she wore—and held it up to the light. It was beautiful. The face was beautiful. But beneath it—beneath it, he saw what she truly was.

Her body was a mass of rotting flesh, sinew, and exposed bone. Her hands were claws. Her face—her real face—was a skull wrapped in scraps of dried skin, with eyes that burned like embers in a dead fire. She was not a woman. She had never been a woman. She was something that had crawled out of a grave centuries ago, something that had learned to wear the faces of the living, something that fed on the life force of men who desired what they could not have.

She slipped the painted skin over her head, over her shoulders, over her body. In an instant, the rotting thing was gone, and Li—beautiful, perfect Li—sat before him, smiling at her reflection in the mirror.

Wang Sheng ran.

He did not think. He did not plan. He ran through the garden, tearing his robes on thorns, falling over roots, gasping for breath. He ran until he reached the gate, until he burst into the street, until he was running through the city, through the market, past the stalls and the shops and the staring faces.

He ran until he found the Taoist priest.



Chapter Ten: The Priest’s Warning

The priest was in his usual place, sitting on his stool outside the temple, but he was not selling talismans or fortune sticks. He was waiting. He looked up as Wang Sheng approached, and his eyes were sad.

“You saw,” he said.

Wang Sheng fell to his knees. “Save me,” he gasped. “Please. Save me.”

The priest did not move. “I gave you the whisk. I told you to hang it above the door. Why did you not use it?”

“I—I did not believe. I thought it was superstition. I thought—”

“You thought your desire was more real than the truth.” The priest’s voice was flat, without pity. “You chose the dream over reality. You chose a face over a soul. You chose a lie over your own wife.”

Wang Sheng had no answer. He knelt in the dust, his robes torn, his face scratched, his heart pounding with a terror that made everything else—his career, his reputation, his marriage—seem as distant as the stars.

“What can I do?” he whispered.

The priest rose. He reached into his sleeve and pulled out a gourd, small, clay, stoppered with a cork. “Go home,” he said. “Tell your wife what you have done. Tell her that a demon has marked you, that your life is measured in days. Then send her to the market. There is a beggar there, a man who eats dirt. She must find him. She must beg him for help. She must do whatever he asks.”

“My wife?” Wang Sheng’s voice cracked. “What does she have to do with this?”

The priest’s eyes were hard. “Everything. You abandoned her for a demon. You gave your heart to a thing that wears the face of the dead. Now, if you want to live, she must save you. If she chooses to.”

He pressed the gourd into Wang Sheng’s hands. “Take this. Go home. Do not return to the study. Do not look at the woman again. If she comes to you, do not open the door. Do not speak to her. Do not listen to her voice. Your life depends on it.”

Wang Sheng took the gourd. It was warm in his hands, alive with a warmth that seemed to pulse like a heartbeat. “What is this?” he asked.

“A shield,” the priest said. “It will protect you until your wife returns. But only until dawn. If she has not found the beggar by then—if she has not done what he asks—there will be no saving you.”

He turned away. “Go. You do not have much time.”



Chapter Eleven: The Confession

Wang Sheng went home. He walked through the streets of Taiyuan like a dead man, his feet moving without his will, his eyes fixed on nothing. The city was waking around him—merchants opening their stalls, children running to school, officials riding in sedan chairs to the yamen. None of them looked at him. None of them saw the terror that was eating him alive.

He reached his house. The gate was open, the courtyard empty. He walked through it, past the garden, past the bamboo grove, past the study. He did not look at the study. He did not allow himself to think of what was inside it. He went to the main house, to the room where his wife was waiting.

Chen was sitting at the table, the morning meal laid out before her. The food was cold. It was always cold. She looked up as he entered, and her face—plain, familiar, unremarkable—was the face of a woman who had been waiting for a very long time.

“You are home early,” she said.

He knelt before her. He did not know what he expected—anger, tears, accusations. He deserved all of them. But Chen’s face did not change. She sat there, looking at him, and waited.

“I have been lying to you,” he said. “For weeks. There is a woman. In the study. I brought her here. I have been with her every day. I have—”

He could not continue. The words stuck in his throat. He thought of Li’s face—the painted face, the beautiful face, the face that was not a face. He thought of what he had seen beneath it. He thought of the rotting flesh, the exposed bone, the eyes that burned like embers.

“She is not a woman,” he said. “She is a demon. She wears a painted skin. I saw her. I saw what she really is. And now she will kill me. The Taoist priest said—he said she has marked me. He said I will die if you do not help me.”

Chen sat very still. Her hands were folded in her lap, her face was calm, but her eyes—her eyes were the eyes of a woman who had known, who had always known, who had been waiting for this moment for longer than he could imagine.

“What must I do?” she asked.

“Go to the market,” he said. “Find a beggar who eats dirt. Beg him for help. Do whatever he asks.”

She rose. She did not ask questions. She did not reproach him. She did not say that she had known, that she had waited, that she had hoped he would come back to her before it was too late. She simply rose, wrapped a cloak around her shoulders, and walked out the door.

Wang Sheng knelt in the empty room, holding the gourd, waiting for dawn.



Chapter Twelve: The Beggar

The market at the eastern gate was the largest in Taiyuan, a sprawling maze of stalls and shops and temporary shelters that covered three city blocks. By day, it was crowded, noisy, overwhelming. But at dawn, before the merchants had arrived and the customers had begun to haggle, it was empty. The stalls were closed, the awnings were rolled up, the ground was littered with the debris of the previous day’s trade. And in the middle of it all, sitting against the wall of the City God temple, was a beggar.

He was the filthiest man Chen had ever seen. His beard was matted with dirt, his face was covered in sores, his robes were so ragged they barely covered his body. He was scooping dirt from the ground with his bare hands and eating it, a handful at a time, chewing slowly, swallowing with evident satisfaction.

Chen approached him. She was afraid—not of the beggar, but of what she might have to do. She had heard stories about the holy men who lived in the market, who ate filth and wore rags and spoke in riddles. She had never believed them. Now, she had no choice.

“Please,” she said. “My husband is dying. A demon has marked him. The Taoist priest said you could help.”

The beggar looked up. His eyes were not the eyes of a madman. They were clear, piercing, and old—older than the city, older than the mountains, older than anything Chen had ever seen. He looked at her for a long moment, and in that moment, Chen felt as if he were looking through her, past her, into something she had hidden so deep she had forgotten it existed.

“Help?” he said, and his voice was like stones rattling in a dry well. “Why should I help the man who abandoned you for a demon?”

Chen’s face burned. “Because I still love him.”

The beggar laughed. It was a terrible sound, like breaking bones, like the earth cracking open. “Love! A fine joke. You love the man who left you for a painted face. You love the man who spent his days with a demon while you sat alone with cold food. You love the man who lied to you, betrayed you, made you a fool before the whole city.”

“Yes,” Chen said. “I do.”

The beggar stopped laughing. He looked at her for a long moment, and something in his face changed—softened, perhaps, or hardened, she could not tell. “Then I will give you a bargain. I can cure your husband. But you must pay the price.”

“Anything.”

“Anything?” The beggar grinned, revealing rotten teeth. “Then eat this.”

He spat a glob of bloody phlegm into his palm and held it out to her.

Chen stared at the offering. Her stomach turned. The thing in his palm was yellow and red, streaked with blood, glistening in the gray morning light. It smelled of rot, of decay, of things that should not be eaten. She thought of Wang Sheng, kneeling in their house, holding the gourd, waiting for dawn. She thought of his face, the terror in his eyes, the way he had knelt before her and confessed his betrayal. She thought of the life they had shared—the quiet mornings, the silent dinners, the warm but unremarkable nights. She thought of all the things she had accepted, all the ways she had diminished herself, all the small deaths she had died so that he could have the life he wanted.

She reached out. She took the phlegm from the beggar’s palm. She put it in her mouth. She swallowed.

It tasted of ash. It tasted of grief. It tasted of every disappointment she had ever swallowed, every silence she had ever kept, every word she had never said. It slid down her throat like a stone, cold and heavy, and lodged in her chest, just below her heart.

The beggar nodded. His eyes were no longer laughing. “Go home,” he said. “When the demon comes, you will know what to do.”

Chen turned and walked away. She did not look back. She did not wipe her mouth. She walked through the empty market, through the sleeping streets, back to the house where her husband was waiting. And as she walked, she felt something stir in her chest—something warm, something alive, something that had not been there before.



Chapter Thirteen: The Waiting

Wang Sheng waited. He sat in the main room, the gourd clutched in his hands, and watched the light change. The gray of dawn gave way to the pale yellow of morning, the pale yellow to the bright gold of noon. The servants moved through the house, doing their work, not looking at him. They knew, perhaps, that something had happened, something that could not be undone.

He did not go to the study. He did not look out the window. He did not allow himself to think of Li—of her face, her voice, her smile. He thought instead of Chen. He thought of her plain face, her quiet voice, her patient hands. He thought of the years they had spent together, the small kindnesses she had shown him, the ways she had made his life possible without ever asking for anything in return. He thought of how he had repaid her: with lies, with betrayal, with a hunger that could never be satisfied.

He was still thinking these things when the door opened and Chen walked in.

She was pale. Her robes were stained with dirt, her hair was disheveled, her face was the face of a woman who had walked through something terrible. But her eyes—her eyes were different. There was something in them that had not been there before, something that burned, something that was alive.

“Did you find him?” Wang Sheng asked.

She nodded. She did not sit. She stood in the middle of the room, her hands at her sides, her face unreadable.

“What did he say?”

She was silent for a moment. Then: “He said that when the demon comes, I will know what to do.”

Wang Sheng stared at her. “That is all? He gave you nothing? No talisman? No potion?”

“He gave me something.” She touched her chest, just below her heart. “He gave me what I needed.”

Wang Sheng did not understand. He wanted to ask more, but before he could speak, the light changed. The room grew darker, the shadows lengthened, the candles flickered. And in the silence, he heard it: a sound from the garden, soft at first, then louder. Footsteps. Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Coming toward the house.

“She is here,” Chen said. Her voice was calm, steady. “Go to the bedroom. Lock the door. Do not come out, no matter what you hear.”

“Chen—”

“Go.”

He went. He ran to the bedroom, closed the door, slid the bolt. He stood in the darkness, the gourd in his hands, and listened.

He heard the front door open. He heard the footsteps enter the house, slow, deliberate, unhurried. He heard Chen’s voice, calm and steady, speaking words he could not make out. And then he heard another voice—a voice he knew, a voice he had loved, a voice that was not a voice at all.

“Give him to me.” Li’s voice. Cold. Empty. A voice that came from a throat that should not have been able to speak. “He is mine. I marked him. His life is mine to take.”

“He is my husband,” Chen said. “You cannot have him.”

“Foolish woman. You have no power over me.”

There was a sound—a crash, a scream, a struggle. Wang Sheng pressed himself against the door, his heart pounding, his breath coming in gasps. He heard Chen cry out, heard Li laugh—a terrible laugh, a laugh that was not a laugh at all. And then he heard something else: a light. A golden light, bright as the sun, that seeped through the cracks in the door and filled the room.

He heard Li scream. He heard her shriek, a sound that was not human, a sound that tore through the house and shattered the windows and shook the walls. He heard her thrashing, heard her cursing, heard her begging—and then, silence.

He waited. He did not move. He did not breathe. He stood in the darkness, the gourd clutched in his hands, and waited.

Then he heard a knock at the door. Soft. Gentle. Chen’s voice: “Wang Sheng. It is over.”

He opened the door. Chen was standing in the hallway, her face pale, her robes torn, her hair disheveled. But she was alive. And behind her, on the floor of the main room, was the painted skin—torn, empty, lying in a heap like a discarded garment.

“She is gone,” Chen said. “She will not come back.”

Wang Sheng looked at his wife. For the first time in years, he really looked at her—not at her plainness, not at her ordinariness, but at her. He saw the lines on her face, the lines of waiting, of patience, of love. He saw the strength in her hands, the hands that had held him when he was sick, that had fed him when he was hungry, that had never struck him, never cursed him, never turned away from him. He saw the woman who had swallowed a beggar’s filth to save his life.

He fell to his knees. “Chen,” he said. “I am sorry. I am so sorry.”

She looked at him for a long moment. Then she knelt beside him and took his hands. Her hands were warm. They had always been warm. He had just never noticed.

“I know,” she said.



Chapter Fourteen: Aftermath

The days that followed were the hardest of Wang Sheng’s life. He had to face the servants, who knew what he had done. He had to face his colleagues, who had heard the rumors. He had to face himself, which was the hardest of all.

He burned the study. He stood in the garden and watched the flames consume the room where he had spent his stolen days, the room where he had lied and betrayed and fallen. He did not weep. He did not speak. He stood and watched until the fire burned itself out, until nothing was left but ash.

He went back to the office. He copied ledgers. He came home at the same time every evening. He ate the food Chen put before him. He slept beside her in the bed they had shared for twenty years. He did not speak of what had happened. He did not speak of the demon, of the painted skin, of the Taoist priest. He did not speak of Li.

But at night, when the house was dark and Chen was sleeping, he would lie awake and think. He thought of the face he had loved, the face that was not a face. He thought of the hands that had held him, the hands that were claws. He thought of the voice that had whispered his name, the voice that came from a throat that should not have been able to speak.

And he thought of Chen. Her face, plain and familiar. Her hands, warm and patient. Her voice, quiet and steady. He thought of the woman who had swallowed filth to save his life, who had faced a demon without flinching, who had loved him when he did not deserve to be loved.

He thought of all the things he had not seen, all the things he had not valued, all the things he had thrown away for a painted face. And in the darkness, he wept.



Chapter Fifteen: The Child

Three months later, Chen told him she was pregnant.

He did not believe her at first. They had tried for years, had given up hope, had accepted that they would have no children. But Chen was certain. She had known, she said, from the night she swallowed the beggar’s offering. Something had stirred in her that night, something that had not been there before.

Wang Sheng thought of the Taoist priest, who had given him the gourd. He thought of the beggar, who had given Chen the seed. He thought of the demon, who had taken so much and given nothing. And he thought of the life growing inside his wife, the life that had come from her sacrifice, her love, her willingness to do what he could not.

He placed his hand on her belly. He felt nothing yet—it was too early—but he knew that something was there, something that would grow, something that would be his chance to make amends.

“What will we name him?” Chen asked.

“Her,” Wang Sheng said. “It will be a girl. And we will name her something that means redemption.”

Chen smiled. It was a small smile, tired, but real. “Redemption is a heavy burden for a child.”

“Then we will carry it for her.”

He held his wife’s hand, and in the quiet of their house, with the ashes of the study still in the garden and the memory of the demon fading like a dream, he began to believe that he might, one day, be worthy of her love.



Epilogue: The Temple

The Taoist priest left Taiyuan the day after the demon was destroyed. He did not say goodbye. He did not collect his stool outside the temple. He simply vanished, as he had appeared, and no one knew where he went.

But the people of Taiyuan remembered. They told the story of the scholar and the demon, of the wife who swallowed filth, of the painted skin that burned. They told it to their children, who told it to their children, and so it passed into legend.

And in the garden behind the house on Scholar’s Lane, where the study had once stood, a peony tree grew. It bloomed every spring, its flowers a deep, rich red, the color of blood, the color of sacrifice, the color of a love that had been tested and had not failed.

Wang Sheng lived to be an old man. He never passed the provincial examinations. He never rose in the bureaucracy. He remained a minor clerk in the provincial capital, copying ledgers, going home at the same time every evening. But the people who knew him said there was something different about him after the demon was destroyed. He was gentler, they said. Kinder. He never looked at other women. He never raised his voice to his wife. He worked, he ate, he slept, and in the evenings, he sat in the garden with Chen and watched the peonies bloom.

Their daughter was born in the spring. She was a healthy child, with her mother’s eyes and her father’s smile. She grew up knowing the story of the painted skin, as all the children of Taiyuan did. But she knew it differently—not as a tale of terror, but as a tale of love. The love of a woman who would do anything for her husband. The love of a man who learned, too late, what he had lost, and spent the rest of his life trying to earn it back.

And when Wang Sheng died, in the seventy-third year of his life, Chen placed a branch of peonies on his grave. She did not weep. She had done her weeping long ago, in the years when he had not looked at her, had not seen her, had not known what she was worth. Now she only stood in the garden, watching the flowers bloom, and remembered.
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STORY 2: The Painted Wall 
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Chapter One: The Temple of the Thousand Buddhas

Zhu Xiaochun was a man who had spent his life looking for something he could not name.

At thirty-two, he had already achieved what most scholars spent their lives pursuing: a modest official post, a respectable income, a house in the capital with a garden large enough for a few peony bushes and a stone bench where he could sit in the evening and watch the moon rise over the rooftops. He had a wife who was competent and kind, two children who were healthy and well-behaved, and a future that promised more of the same: steady work, quiet evenings, gradual advancement, eventual retirement.

He should have been content. He was, by any reasonable measure, a man who had everything he needed.

But Zhu Xiaochun was not content. There was something missing—something he could not articulate, could not identify, could not even be sure existed. It was a hunger, a restlessness, a sense that somewhere, just beyond the edge of his perception, there was something he was meant to see, something he was meant to be, something he was meant to know. He felt it most strongly in the evenings, when the light was fading and the shadows were lengthening and the world seemed to hold its breath. He felt it when he looked at the moon, when he heard a snatch of music from a passing boat, when he caught the scent of plum blossoms on the wind. These moments came and went, leaving behind only a faint ache, a sense of loss for something he had never possessed.

His friend Meng Longtan was the opposite of everything Zhu was. Where Zhu was quiet and introspective, Meng was loud and gregarious. Where Zhu followed the rules, Meng broke them. Where Zhu stayed home in the evenings, reading and writing and thinking, Meng went out into the city, drinking and laughing and living. They had met years ago, in the provincial capital, when they were both preparing for the examinations, and had formed one of those unlikely friendships that persist despite—or perhaps because of—their differences.

“You think too much,” Meng would say, slapping Zhu on the back. “You sit in your garden, watching the moon, and you think. What is there to think about? The moon is the moon. Either it is beautiful or it is not. Either you enjoy it or you do not. Thinking does not change it.”

“And what do you do?” Zhu asked once. “When you see the moon?”

Meng grinned. “I drink to it. I write a poem about it. I find a woman who looks good in moonlight and I forget about it. Then I wake up the next morning and the moon is gone and I do not miss it. That is the secret, my friend. Do not miss things that are not there.”

Zhu had tried to follow this advice. He had tried to drink, to write poems, to find women who looked good in moonlight. None of it worked. The hunger remained. The restlessness remained. The sense that something was missing—something he could not name—remained.

It was Meng who suggested the trip to the Western Hills.

“There is a temple there,” he said one evening, appearing at Zhu’s gate with a jar of wine and a plan. “An old temple. Abandoned, they say. But the murals—you would not believe the murals. Monks painted them centuries ago. Scenes from the heavens, the hells, everything in between. They say if you look at them long enough, you can see the world beyond the world.”

Zhu frowned. “I have work—”

“You always have work. You always have excuses. You never have life.” Meng pulled him toward the gate. “Come. One day. One night. What could it hurt?”

Zhu could not think of a reason. And so, on the morning of the fifteenth day of the eighth month, when the moon was full and the air was cool and the leaves were just beginning to turn, they set out for the Western Hills.



Chapter Two: The Abandoned Temple

The temple was older than anything Zhu had ever seen.

It stood in a clearing at the end of a long, overgrown path, its walls crumbling, its roof half-collapsed, its gates hanging from rusted hinges. The forest had been reclaiming it for centuries—vines crawled up the walls, roots cracked the stone steps, moss covered the inscriptions on the fallen steles. But the main hall was still intact, its great doors standing open as if inviting visitors who had long since stopped coming.

“Magnificent, is it not?” Meng said, pushing through the weeds. “They say it was built in the Tang dynasty. A thousand years ago. Can you imagine? A thousand years of monks chanting, pilgrims praying, incense burning. And now—nothing. Just stone and dust and whatever the forest leaves behind.”

Zhu followed him into the main hall. The light inside was dim, filtered through cracks in the roof and the remains of paper windows. Dust hung in the air like a second veil, stirred by their footsteps, glowing faintly in the shafts of sunlight that pierced the darkness. The air was cool and still, heavy with the smell of old incense, old wood, old silence.

And the walls.

They were covered with murals—vast, sweeping paintings that covered every surface, from floor to ceiling, end to end. Zhu stopped in the doorway, his breath catching in his throat. He had seen temple murals before, of course—every temple had them, the standard scenes of Buddhas and bodhisattvas, of heavens and hells, of the wheel of life turning endlessly through the realms of existence. But these were different. These were not standard. These were not the work of monks copying from manuals, of artists following prescribed patterns.

These were the work of someone who had seen something.

The colors were still vivid, impossibly vivid after a thousand years—deep reds and brilliant blues, gold that seemed to glow even in the dim light, greens that reminded him of the first leaves of spring. The figures that populated the murals were not the stiff, formal figures of conventional Buddhist art. They moved. They breathed. They lived. Zhu could see the wind in their robes, the laughter in their eyes, the sorrow in their bowed heads. They were not paintings. They were windows into another world.

“I told you,” Meng said, his voice hushed for once. “Look. Just look.”

They walked through the hall, slowly, silently, their eyes moving from panel to panel, from scene to scene. There were Buddhas seated in meditation, their faces serene, their hands forming gestures that Zhu could not name. There were bodhisattvas in flowing robes, their crowns glittering with painted jewels, their eyes looking down with an expression that was not quite pity, not quite love, but something in between. There were arhats, the disciples of the Buddha, their faces lined with age and wisdom, their bodies twisted into postures of contemplation.

And there were other figures. Figures that did not belong to any Buddhist canon that Zhu knew. Women in flowing robes, their faces half-hidden by fans, their hair ornamented with flowers. Men in scholar’s robes, their brushes poised over blank scrolls, their eyes turned toward something beyond the frame. Children playing among lotuses, their laughter frozen in pigment and plaster. Animals—cranes, deer, monkeys—moving through forests that were not quite forests, mountains that were not quite mountains.

“It is like a dream,” Zhu whispered.

“It is like a door,” Meng replied.

They separated then, each drawn to a different part of the hall. Meng went toward a panel depicting a great battle—armies of demons and celestial warriors clashing beneath a sky that boiled with fire. Zhu went toward a panel that had caught his eye from the moment he entered: a painting of a woman standing in a garden, her back half-turned, her face hidden, her hand reaching out toward a branch of plum blossoms.

He stood before it, unable to move. The woman was not beautiful in the conventional sense—her robes were simple, her hair unornamented, her figure slender and unremarkable. But there was something about her that drew him, something in the curve of her shoulder, the fall of her sleeve, the way her fingers hovered just above the blossoms, as if she were about to touch them but had not yet decided.

He stared at the painting for so long that the light began to change. The shafts of sunlight that had slanted through the roof shifted, dimmed, faded. The dust in the air settled. The silence deepened.

And then, without knowing why, Zhu stepped forward.

He did not think about what he was doing. He did not plan it. He simply moved, as if drawn by a force he could not resist, and before he knew it, he was no longer standing in the hall.

He was standing in the garden.



Chapter Three: The Garden

It was the garden from the painting. He knew it immediately—the plum tree with its branches heavy with blossoms, the stone path that curved around a pond, the small pavilion with its upturned eaves. But it was not a painting. It was real. He could feel the grass beneath his feet, soft and damp. He could smell the plum blossoms, sweet and faintly bitter. He could hear the sound of water, somewhere nearby, a stream or a fountain, its murmur blending with the whisper of the wind.

He turned in a slow circle, trying to understand where he was, how he had come here, what was happening. The temple was gone. The hall, the murals, Meng—all gone. There was only the garden, the plum tree, the pavilion, and the woman.

She was standing where he had seen her in the painting, her hand reaching toward the blossoms. But now she was not frozen. Her fingers touched the petals, gently, as if testing their texture. She turned, and for the first time, he saw her face.

It was not the face of a woman from any painting he had ever seen. It was too alive, too present, too real. Her skin was the color of new cream, her lips the color of the plum blossoms, her eyes—her eyes were the color of the sky just before dawn, a deep, soft blue that seemed to hold all the light of the morning. She looked at him, and her expression was not surprise, not fear, not curiosity. It was recognition.

“You came,” she said. Her voice was like the sound of water over stones, clear and cool and somehow familiar.

“I do not understand,” Zhu said. “Where am I? How did I get here?”

She smiled. It was a small smile, sad, as if she had expected this question and knew that no answer would satisfy. “You are where you have always wanted to be. You came through the door that you have been looking for all your life.”

“I have not been looking for any door.”

“Haven’t you?” She stepped closer, and he could smell her now—plum blossoms, and something else, something that reminded him of rain on dry earth, of the first breath of spring after a long winter. “You have been looking for something you could not name. You have been hungry for something you could not eat. You have been reaching for something you could not touch. This is what you have been reaching for.”

She held out her hand. Her fingers were long and slender, the nails perfectly shaped, the skin as smooth as the petals she had been touching. He looked at her hand, and he knew that if he took it, something would change. Something would end. Something would begin.

He took it.

Her fingers closed around his, warm and firm, and he felt something shift inside him—not in his body, but in his understanding, in his sense of who he was and where he belonged. The garden seemed brighter, the colors more vivid, the sounds more distinct. He could hear the water now, could see the fish in the pond, could count the petals on the plum blossoms.

“What is this place?” he asked.

“It is a world within the wall,” she said. “The monk who painted it was not painting from imagination. He was painting what he saw. He spent fifty years in meditation, and in his meditation, he traveled to the realms beyond. When he returned, he tried to capture what he had seen. He failed, of course. Paint can only do so much. But he left a door. A door that some people—some people like you—can find.”

“I am not a monk. I am not a meditator. I am a clerk. I copy ledgers.”

She laughed, and the sound was like the plum blossoms falling, soft and light. “You are a man who has spent his life looking for something he could not name. That is enough. That is more than enough.”

She led him through the garden, along the stone path, past the pond and the pavilion, to a small house at the edge of a grove of bamboo. The house was simple—a single room with a bed, a table, a brush and ink—but it was filled with light, the light of the garden, the light that seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere.

“Stay,” she said. “For a little while. See what you have been missing.”

Zhu knew that he should refuse. He knew that there were rules, boundaries, limits to what a man could do and still return to his life. But the hunger that had driven him for so long, the restlessness, the sense of something missing—it was gone. In its place was a stillness, a peace, a feeling of having come home to a place he had never visited.

“Yes,” he said. “I will stay.”

She smiled again, and this time the sadness was gone. “Then let me show you.”



Chapter Four: The Days That Followed

Time moved differently in the world within the wall.

Zhu did not know how long he had been there. It could have been days, weeks, months, years. The garden did not change—the plum blossoms always bloomed, the pond always sparkled, the light always fell in the same golden shafts through the bamboo. There was no sun, no moon, no seasons. Only the eternal spring of the painter’s vision.

But there was change. There was the slow, subtle change of a man who had finally found what he had been looking for.

The woman’s name was Ruyi. She told him this on the third day—or what he thought was the third day—when they were sitting in the pavilion, watching the fish in the pond.

“Ruyi,” he repeated. “As you wish.”

“My mother named me,” she said. “She wanted a child who would bring joy. She got me. She was not disappointed.”

“Is your mother here? In this world?”

Ruyi shook her head. “She is in the next world. Or the one after that. Or the one before. I do not know. I have been here so long that I have forgotten what lies beyond the wall.”

“How long?”

She looked at the plum blossoms, her face thoughtful. “I do not know. A thousand years? Two thousand? Time does not pass here as it does outside. The painter who made this world—he painted it a thousand years ago. But I was not here then. I came later. I was like you. I saw the painting. I stepped through. And I stayed.”

“You never wanted to leave?”

She turned to him, and her eyes—those dawn-blue eyes—were serious. “Why would I leave? Outside, I was nothing. A woman in a world that had no place for women except as wives, mothers, daughters. Here, I am everything. I am the garden. I am the plum blossoms. I am the light. I am the world.”

Zhu thought about his life outside: the office, the ledgers, the wife who was competent and kind, the children who were healthy and well-behaved. He thought about the restlessness, the hunger, the sense that something was missing. He thought about the evenings when he sat in his garden, watching the moon, and felt nothing but emptiness.
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