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Love is a shape-shifter.

It does not always arrive in the ordinary ways, through a meeting of hands, a glance across a room, or the quiet accident of two lives crossing. Sometimes the world offers no doorway at all. No chance encounters. No suitable companions wandering into the orbit of our days. The heart, however, is rarely willing to remain empty.

So it begins to create.

In the quiet chambers of the mind, we sketch a presence out of longing. A voice, a face, a way of walking beside us. At first it is only a gentle imagining, a small private comfort against the silence of our lives. But imagination is fertile soil, and love, even an invented love, grows quickly when watered by desire.

For a sensitive soul, the boundary between invention and experience can grow thin as mist at dawn.

Thought becomes feeling. Feeling becomes memory. And memory begins to behave as if it were real.

Night is where the illusion deepens. In dreams the mind loosens its grip on the rigid laws of daylight. There, in that soft territory between sleep and waking, the imagined beloved becomes vivid. They speak. They laugh. They touch your hand. The dream feels warmer than reality, kinder, more complete.

And once you have tasted such a dream, it is difficult to refuse it.

Night after night you return, willingly. You begin to guide the dream, to reopen the same hidden door. A second life unfolds in the darkness behind closed eyes. In that life you are loved exactly as you wish to be loved. Nothing awkward interrupts the conversation. No distance separates your hearts. Everything flows with a strange, perfect harmony.

Days become something to endure.

Nights become something to wait for.

Slowly, almost imperceptibly, the imagined world grows brighter than the real one. The dream lover knows you better than any living person ever could. After all, they were born from the deepest chambers of your own longing.

But such beauty carries a quiet danger.

Because the more perfect the dream becomes, the less tolerable reality begins to feel. The ordinary world cannot compete with a love that has been sculpted entirely by desire. And so the dream tightens its hold, sweet as honey, strong as a chain.

Until one day the question appears, heavy and unavoidable:

How do you abandon a dream that gives you everything the waking world refuses to offer?

How do you close the door on a love that feels more alive in sleep than life itself?

And perhaps the more troubling question still:

Do you truly want to wake up at all?

*  *  *
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My name is Du Liniang, and I lived in China so long ago that the dust of centuries has settled over the world I knew. Yet my story remains. I tell it because I believe I am perhaps the only woman who has lived three lives in one destiny: I lived, I died, I wandered in the underworld, and I returned again to the world of breathing people to live beside the man I loved.

Mine is a story about a love strong enough to pass through death and still continue.

I was born into the household of Du Bao, my father, a stern and respected official serving the emperor of his time. Our residence was not merely a house but a small world enclosed by high white walls and carved wooden gates. Inside those walls everything was orderly, proper, and carefully watched.

And inside those walls I grew up like a flower planted in a courtyard that had never seen the wild fields.

In those days a young girl of good family did not wander freely through the world. We were protected, guarded, hidden almost like delicate porcelain. I knew the rhythm of the seasons only through the garden beyond my window. I knew the world only through the stories of others.

Of love I knew almost nothing.

Sometimes my maid Chunxiang would whisper small secrets when no one else was near. Her voice would drop low, her eyes sparkling with mischief and mystery. She spoke of lovers meeting under moonlight, of poems exchanged in hidden gardens, of young scholars whose hearts burned like lanterns.

And sometimes traveling troupes performed Chinese opera in our courtyard. Their painted faces and embroidered robes shimmered beneath lantern light as they sang of passion, devotion, heartbreak, and reunion. I watched them with wide, wondering eyes, though much of it felt distant to me, like hearing about storms while living inside a quiet valley.

I had never spoken to a man outside my family.

Such things were not allowed.

My mother had died bringing me into the world, so I never knew her voice or her touch. In her place stood Chunxiang, loyal and lively, who scolded me, laughed with me, brushed my hair, and watched over me with a warmth that filled the empty space where a mother should have been.

To me she was servant, companion, and mother all at once.

My father loved me in his own reserved way. He ensured that my tutors were excellent, that my robes were fine, that my life remained proper and dignified. But love in our household was rarely spoken aloud. It lived quietly inside duty.

Everyone understood what my future would be.

One day soon my father would choose a husband for me. A suitable man from a respectable family. A scholar perhaps. Someone whose position would strengthen alliances and honor our name.

It was the natural order of things.

Yet as the years passed and I approached womanhood, something inside me began to stir like the first warm wind of spring. My body was no longer the body of a child. My thoughts wandered to places I did not fully understand.

Sometimes I felt restless without knowing why.

Sometimes I watched the moon rising above the garden walls and wondered who else in the world might be looking at that same moon.

At night my dreams became vivid and strange. Faces I had never seen seemed almost familiar. Voices seemed to call to me from somewhere beyond the quiet life of the compound.

I did not yet know it, but my life was beginning to open like a peony in early spring.

And with it would come a love so powerful that even death itself would fail to silence it.

*  *  *
[image: ]


One spring afternoon, when the air itself seemed half-awake with perfume and sunlight, I felt a restlessness that would not leave me.

“Chunxiang,” I said, closing the book that lay forgotten in my hands, “I have spent my whole life inside these rooms. I wish to see the garden properly today.”

My maid looked at me with surprise. The garden was part of the household, of course, but it was rarely visited except for brief walks. Yet something in my voice must have convinced her, because she smiled in that knowing way of hers.

“As you wish, Miss,” she said. “Spring is waiting for you.”

And so we stepped beyond the veranda and into the garden.

The world outside seemed suddenly larger than I had imagined. The pathways curved gently between flowering trees. Plum blossoms trembled in the soft breeze like falling snow made of petals. The ponds reflected drifting clouds. And everywhere the scent of peonies hung in the air, rich and sweet, as though the earth itself had begun dreaming.

I walked slowly, almost carefully, as if I had entered another world.

“Is this
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