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Chapter 1: First Meeting by the Seven-Jeweled Pond
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She woke to the sound of water.

Not the hiss of radiators or the groan of garbage trucks on Avenue B, not the 6:00 AM rattle of her neighbor's coffeemaker through the wall—but water, liquid and musical, lapping against something that wasn't shore.

Emily Carter opened her eyes.

The last thing she remembered was her apartment: the lumpy mattress, the glow of her phone screen (3:47 AM), the ceiling fan tracing lazy circles in the dark. She'd been thinking about him, about the words she'd said in the cold outside the temple, about the way he'd looked at her—like she was a question he didn't know how to answer.

Then sleep. Then this.

This.

She was floating.

The water beneath her was warm and impossibly clear, the color of weak tea held up to light. Through it, she could see the bottom: not the muddy floor of some lake, but polished gems—garnets and carnelians and stones she couldn't name—laid out like mosaic tiles. Gold sand sparkled in the crevices. Fish moved through the depths, but they weren't fish; they had too many fins, too many colors, bodies that shimmered like oil slicks.

Above her, no sky. Just light.

It came from everywhere and nowhere, soft as dusk but bright as noon, casting no shadows. And falling through it—petals. Pink and white and gold, drifting down like snow, never landing, vanishing inches from the water's surface.

Okay, she thought, with the part of her brain that still functioned. This is a dream. Obviously this is a dream. I ate too much ramen and now my subconscious is serving up—

She stopped thinking.

Because there, on the shore.

A figure in gray.

Her heart lurched against her ribs. She knew that silhouette: the slope of the shoulders, the way he held himself still, like a monk in a medieval painting, like someone who'd learned that motion was a kind of noise.

"Light?" she said.

The name came out wrong—Hikaru, she'd practiced it in her head a hundred times, the syllables foreign in her mouth—but he heard her. He turned.

And it was him.

Gray robe, black under-robe, the same clothes he'd worn that night in the temple courtyard. His face was the face she'd memorized: the high cheekbones, the serious mouth, the eyes that she'd once thought of as a winter lake. But something was wrong. He was too far away—she could see every detail clearly, but he stood at a distance that made no sense, as if space itself had bent.

And he was fading.

She saw it happen: his form flickering, transparent one moment, solid the next. Light passed through him where it shouldn't. The petals fell through his shoulders and kept falling.

"No," she said.

She tried to swim. The water resisted—not fighting her, but interested in her, curious. Currents wrapped around her limbs like inquiries. Lotus blossoms, huge and golden, pushed up from the depths and nuzzled against her, their petals soft as skin.

She batted them away. "Stop it. Let me—"

He was still there, still fading. His lips moved. She couldn't hear the words, but she felt them—a vibration in the water, a hum in her bones.

You shouldn't be here.

"I know," she called out. "I know I shouldn't—I just wanted to—"

This is my—

He flickered again. The word dissolved before it reached her.

"Hikaru!"

She thrashed. Water splashed into her mouth—sweet, impossibly sweet, like honey dissolved in rain—and for a moment she couldn't breathe, couldn't see, couldn't think.

When she surfaced, he was gone.

The shore was empty. The golden trees—were those trees? they looked like jewelry, like something from a museum case—swayed in a wind she couldn't feel. The petals kept falling.

She floated there, alone, in the light that came from nowhere.

And then she heard it: a voice, not his, from somewhere behind her.

"What are you?"

Emily turned.

A woman stood on the water—not on the shore, but on the surface itself, her bare feet leaving no ripple. She wore robes the color of sunrise, and her face was beautiful in the way that a statue is beautiful: perfect, and utterly still.

"I—" Emily started. "I don't know. I was asleep, and then—"

"You're not supposed to be here." The woman's voice held no emotion. "This place is not for your kind."

"My kind?"

"Mortals." The woman said the word the way you'd say roaches. "This is the Pure Land. The realm of the Buddha's vow. You cannot stay."

Emily looked back at the empty shore. At the place where he'd been standing.

"There was a man," she said. "A monk. He was here a second ago. Do you know him?"

For the first time, something flickered in the woman's perfect face. Surprise? Recognition?

"You saw him?"

"Yes. He was—" She stopped. The memory of his fading form pressed against her chest. "He was disappearing."

The woman was silent for a long moment. The petals fell. The water lapped.

Then she said, quietly: "So that's where he went."

"Who?"

"The keeper of this place." The woman's gaze moved to the empty shore. "The one whose heart built these halls. He's been lost for—" She shook her head. "Time moves strangely here. But he's been gone."

Emily's throat tightened. "Gone where?"

The woman looked at her—really looked, for the first time, and something in that look made Emily's skin prickle.

"That," the woman said, "is what you're going to have to find out. If you want to leave."

"Leave?" Emily laughed—a short, desperate sound. "I don't even know how I got here."

"No." The woman turned, beginning to walk away across the water. "But you know him. And he knows you. That's why you're here."

"Wait—"

The woman didn't wait. She kept walking, her sunrise robes trailing behind her, until she vanished into the light.

Emily floated alone.

The lotus blossoms nuzzled against her. The petals fell. The water hummed with that impossible sweetness.

She thought of his face as it faded. She thought of the words she'd said to him in the cold outside the temple: I love you. Not like—not like curiosity about a monk. Like—I think about you. I worry about you. I make Excel spreadsheets about you.

She'd thought those words might ruin everything.

She hadn't thought they might ruin this—whatever this was.

"Okay," she said aloud, to no one. To the golden trees, the jeweled sky, the water that tasted like honey. "Okay. So I find him."

The lotus blossoms seemed to nod.

She took a breath. Tried to remember what it felt like to be dry, to be in her body, to be anywhere but here.

Then she started swimming toward the shore where he'd stood.

Behind her, the petals kept falling.

—-
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Chapter 2: Twenty-Seven, Next to the Copier
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The copier jammed at 8:47 AM on a Monday.

Emily Carter heard it before she saw it—that particular grinding wheeze, like a dying animal trying to deliver bad news. She looked up from her desk. Across the bullpen, Margaret from Accounting was staring at the machine with the expression of someone watching their luggage disappear down an airport conveyor belt.

"Again?" Jenna said, not looking up from her phone.

Emily stood. "I got it."

She walked across the gray carpet, past the rows of identical cubicles, past the framed motivational posters (Teamwork: Because None of Us Is As Dumb As All of Us), past the ficus that HR kept insisting was "alive" despite having shed approximately 94% of its leaves since January. The copier sat in its usual spot, a beige monolith that had been old when Emily started here four years ago and had apparently decided to achieve immortality through sheer passive aggression.

The error message blinked at her: PAPER JAM. OPEN DOOR A.

"I'm opening door A, Margaret."

"Bless you, dear."

Emily crouched, pulled the handle, and peered inside. There it was: a sheet of paper, crumpled and trapped between two rollers like a hostage. She reached in, felt the heat radiating from the machine's guts, and tugged. The paper tore. She tugged again. More tearing. She muttered something her mother would not have approved of, grabbed the largest fragment, and pulled harder.

The paper came free. The copier made a sound like a contented sigh.

"Clear," Emily said, standing. "Try it now."

Margaret pressed a button. The machine hummed to life, spitting out copies in smooth, orderly succession. Margaret beamed at Emily like she'd just performed surgery. "Thank you, dear. You're so good with that thing."

"It's my third time this week," Emily said. "Plenty of practice."

She walked back to her desk. Jenna had finally put down her phone. "You know," she said, "that's not actually in your job description."

"Neither is 'explain to Margaret why her printer isn't printing even though it's plugged in,' but here we are."

"You're too helpful. It's a character flaw."

Emily sat down and looked at her screen. Twenty-three new emails since Friday. She clicked through them without really reading: meeting requests, newsletter subscriptions someone had signed her up for, a chain about the office fridge that had somehow accumulated seventeen replies. She'd deal with them later. She always did.

At 10:15, Jenna appeared next to her desk with coffee. This was a ritual. Every Monday at 10:15, Jenna brought coffee. Every Monday at 10:15, Emily accepted it. Every Monday at 10:15, they had the same conversation.

"You free for lunch?" Jenna asked, handing over the cup.

"Can't. I have to finish the Q3 filing by noon."

"The Q3 filing isn't due until Friday."

"Yes, but if I finish it today, I can spend the rest of the week pretending to work while actually reading."

Jenna leaned against the cubicle wall. She was wearing a bright pink blouse, lipstick to match, earrings shaped like tiny pineapples. Emily, by contrast, was wearing gray. She hadn't planned it that way. She just—gravitated toward gray. It was safe. It didn't ask questions.

"How was your weekend?" Jenna asked.

Emily considered this. Her weekend had consisted of: laundry, grocery shopping, three episodes of a Netflix show she wasn't sure she liked, and a brief spiral into an internet hole about small-space organization hacks. She'd watched a video about how to fold fitted sheets and felt, for about twenty minutes, that she'd finally figured something out.

"Fine," she said. "Normal. You?"

Jenna's face shifted into what Emily privately called The Expression: part excitement, part embarrassment, part desperation. "I went on that date. The one my cousin set up."

"Oh yeah. The—"

"The dentist. From New Jersey."

"How was it?"

Jenna picked at the edge of her coffee cup. "He brought his mother."

Emily blinked. "To the date?"

"To the restaurant. They were already there when I arrived. At the table. Ordering appetizers."

"Oh no."

"She was very nice. Very. Asked me if I wanted grandchildren. On the first date, Emily. Asked me if I wanted grandchildren, and then told me that her son's ex-girlfriend didn't, and that's why it didn't work out, and she just wanted to make sure we were on the same page, page one, you know, before we got started."

Emily didn't know what to say. She said, "That's—"

"Yeah." Jenna sighed. "Anyway. Your turn next time. My cousin has another friend. He's a podiatrist."

"I'm good."

"You're always good. That's the problem."

Jenna wandered back to her desk. Emily looked at her coffee, then at her screen, then at the calendar on her wall. March. Tuesday, technically, since it was after midnight when she'd finally fallen asleep, but on the calendar it was still Monday, still the start of another week, still twenty-seven small squares between now and the end of the month.

Twenty-seven.

She'd turned twenty-seven in November. It had been a Tuesday. She'd gone to work, done her job, come home, ordered Thai food, and watched a movie alone. Her mother had called and asked if she was seeing anyone. Her father had called and asked if she'd thought about applying to law school. ("You've got the mind for it, Em. You're so organized.") She'd told them both she was fine, because she was fine, because fine was the default setting, because fine was what you said when you didn't want to admit that you'd spent your birthday watching a movie alone and wondering if this was what the rest of your life would look like.

At noon, she finished the Q3 filing. She'd done it in two hours, which meant she now had approximately eighteen hours of "pretending to work" available before Friday. She opened a browser tab. She told herself she was just taking a break. She told herself it was research, even though she wasn't researching anything.

She typed: Buddhist temples upper east side.

The search results loaded. There were several. She scrolled past them, not clicking.

She typed: Jodo Shinshu New York.

Something about that name—the name he'd mentioned once, in passing, when she'd asked about his robes—felt important. She'd looked it up before. She knew the basics: True Pure Land Buddhism, founded in the 13th century, focused not on self-power but on other-power, on trusting in the Buddha's vow rather than one's own efforts. It was, she'd read, the most widely practiced branch of Buddhism in Japan. It was also, apparently, the branch that allowed its priests to marry and have families.

She'd fixated on that last part, if she was being honest. The marriage thing. The possibility embedded in it.

She closed the tab.

At 1:30, she ate a sad desk salad while reading an article about how to declutter your apartment. At 3:15, she attended a meeting that could have been an email. At 5:00, she watched Margaret from Accounting struggle with the copier again and decided to let her struggle, just this once, because she was tired, and because she'd already fixed it twice today, and because something about the look on Margaret's face reminded her of herself, and she didn't want to think about that.

At 6:45, she packed up her bag and walked to the subway.

The train was crowded. She stood, holding the pole, swaying with the motion. Around her, people stared at their phones. She stared at nothing. She thought about the temple, about the courtyard where she'd first seen him sweeping leaves, about the way he'd looked up when she'd walked in—not surprised, just present, fully present in a way that she'd never seen anyone be before.

She'd gone back three times since then. Twice to "deliver files" that could have been emailed. Once to ask a "question about Buddhism" that she'd looked up the answer to beforehand. He'd answered patiently, kindly, with that slight accent that made his English sound like water running over stones.

She hadn't told him anything. Not really. Not the important thing.

But tonight, on the train, swaying with the strangers, she let herself think it: I want to go back. I want to see him again. I want—

The train stopped. People shuffled off. She shuffled on.

She got home at 7:30. Her roommate, Chloe, was on the couch, watching something on her laptop. "Hey," Chloe said, not looking up. "Leftovers in the fridge."

"Thanks."

Emily put her bag down, changed into sweatpants, microwaved the leftovers. She ate standing in the kitchen, looking out the window at the building across the alley. Someone was cooking in their apartment too, moving back and forth behind their blinds. She wondered if they were fine, if they were normal, if they'd spent their twenties waiting for something without knowing what it was.

At 9:00, she sat down at her laptop. She opened a new document. She didn't write anything—she wasn't a writer, she was a person who made Excel spreadsheets about filing systems—but she looked at the blank page for a long time.

Then she opened a new tab.

She typed: how to tell if a Buddhist monk likes you.

The internet, predictably, had no good answers. There were forum posts, mostly, people asking similar questions, people getting told that monks take vows, people getting told that it was inappropriate, people getting told that they should examine their attachments. She scrolled through them, feeling increasingly stupid.

At the bottom of the page, an ad: Find Your Perfect Match. Buddhist Singles Dating. Join Free.

She laughed, once, bitterly, and closed the laptop.

At 11:00, she lay in bed, staring at the ceiling.

She thought about the way he'd looked at her that first day, in the courtyard, when she'd been holding the files and he'd been holding the broom. She thought about the way his eyes had lingered, just for a second, before he'd looked away. She thought about the way he'd said her name later, when she'd come back for the "question about Buddhism"—Miss Carter—like the syllables meant something, like he'd been holding them in his mouth.

She was probably imagining it. She was probably lonely. She was probably projecting.

At 11:47, she reached for her phone.

She opened her notes app.

She typed:

Crush Analysis: H.S.

Reasons it makes sense:

- He's kind

- He's smart

- He looks at me like I'm a person, not a file

- He laughed once when I made a joke about spreadsheets (real laugh, not polite)

Reasons it doesn't make sense:

- He's a monk

- I don't actually know him

- I'm probably just bored

- He might not even remember my name

- The marriage thing (he's not married, but still—vows? training? I don't know the rules)

Action items:

1. Learn the rules

2. ???

3. Don't be weird about it

She stared at the list.

Then she added, at the bottom:

4. Go back to the temple.

She put the phone down.

The ceiling fan turned. The radiator hissed. The neighbor's coffeemaker, faithful as a clock, began its 6:00 AM pre-programmed cycle, three floors up and one wall over.

Emily closed her eyes.

Tomorrow, she'd go back to the temple. Or maybe Wednesday. Or maybe never. She hadn't decided yet.

But in her chest, something small and stubborn had begun to stir—a feeling she couldn't name, wouldn't name, but also couldn't quite ignore.

It felt, she thought later, a little like paper caught in a machine.

Waiting to be pulled free.

—-
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您说得完全正确，这是我犯的一个连续性错误。让我重读一下前面的内容：

在第2章中，艾米丽已经:

- 去过寺院多次

- 在第1章(序幕)结尾提到她去过寺院

- 在第2章结尾提到她要去寺院找"他"

而第3章被我写成了"第一次相遇"，这是矛盾的。

让我重新写第3章，保持正确的连续性：

—-
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