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Gu Ting-zhi wasn’t drunk enough for this to be working. Three flasks of wine, two hours of listening to the courtesans’ cacophony of zithers and pipas paired with cloying perfumes and too much of his friends’ bawdy jokes had culminated in a headache that refused to go away and a dinner that was intent on being transmuting into something less dignified.

He slipped outside, desperate for air and a moment’s peace, letting his mind drift. The corridor was quieter, offering a view of the stage on the first floor where dancers in celadon blue were performing to lively music. Gauzy curtains in pale colors fell from the ceiling beams and doorways, softening the lamplight and making things just slightly harder to see clearly, so that everything and everyone looked more beautiful in the dream-like haze. 

Behind him, he could hear the laughter of the scholars who were supposed to be studying for the upcoming Imperial Examinations in spring but were instead quoting poetry with the flirting courtesans. 

Relationships, he reminded himself, are as important as literary prowess in the world of politics. Especially, when you are neither a noble nor from a prestigious lineage of esteemed officials.

Normally, he could navigate this effortlessly. But tonight, his thoughts were filled with a girl in pale pink, the one who had nearly stumbled into a pond that afternoon, lost in her own world as always. This was the first time he’d seen her since returning from his two-year scholar’s journey in the southern provinces. Heavens knew how many detours he’d taken over the past two weeks, meandering through the Shen Residence’s gardens every time he visited Yun-shan at Clear Mountain Lodge.

How many times a week, he asked himself, can I reasonably go to Yun-shan’s place before he finds me a nuisance? Why does adulthood make everything so complicated?

He was still thinking of Yun-si when he saw a furtive young scholar moved toward the stairs where a courtesan was leading a patron. The scholar accepted a cup of wine from a passing courtesan stiffly and slowly climbed the stairs, eyes darting around, clearly trying to observe.

That posture. That nervous way of holding the cup. The familiar tilt of the head even under the scholar’s cap.

No. She wouldn’t. I must be drunk and thinking about her—

Then he raised his head and Ting-zhi stared straight into the face of the girl in his thoughts.

He moved without thinking, dashing down the stairs in a few quick steps, gripping her wrist and pulling her up and into a corner of the corridor. She gasped, and he pressed her against the wall, one hand beside her head, the other still gripping her wrist.

“Shen Yun-si,” he hissed. “Do you still want your reputation?”

Her eyes went wide, recognition and fear warring in their depths. “Ting-zhi, I—”

“Are you mad?” He was shaking. When had he started shaking? “If anyone saw—”

“Ting-zhi!” His friend Xu Cheng-yi’s voice, too close. “Where did you go?”

Yun-si made a small sound of panic. He shifted, pressing closer, shielding her completely with his body. To anyone looking, they’d see only him, standing oddly close to the wall.

“Ah, there you are!” Cheng-yi appeared around the corner, grinning. “What are you—oh. OH.” Ting-zhi could literally feel him trying to crane his neck around so that he could see who he had against the wall. The grin widened. “I see. Didn’t know you had someone waiting.”

“An old friend.” The lie came with an easy smile that he directed at his friend smoothly despite his thundering heart. “I hadn’t realized he would be here. I’m going to leave early.”

“Of course, of course.” His friend was already backing away, winking and swaying slightly on his feet. “Don’t let us keep you.”

The moment he was gone, Yun-si tried to pull away. Ting-zhi held her still.

“Don’t.” The word was low with a hint of warning. Nothing like the charming scholar who’d been smiling moments ago. “Don’t run. Don’t make a scene. Just come with me.”

“Ting-zhi—”

“Not here.” His fingers tightened fractionally. “Smile. Like we’re old friends meeting unexpectedly. Can you do that?”

She managed something that probably looked more like a grimace.

“Good enough.” He turned, keeping his hand on her elbow, steering her toward the entrance with smooth confidence. To anyone watching, it looked natural. Friendly.

His grip was iron.

They were almost at the door when another man moved into their path. Tall, bulky build, slightly drunk.

“Gu Ting-zhi! Already leaving? You just got here!”

“Old friend,” Ting-zhi said smoothly. “This is my—cousin. From the provinces. Just arrived tonight.”

The man’s eyes narrowed, looking at Yun-si’s face. Looking too closely.

Ting-zhi shifted. Nothing obvious. Just a subtle step that put his body between them, blocking the man’s view.

“We really should be going,” he continued, that lazy charm never faltering. “My father will be expecting us.”

“Cousin, huh?” The man swayed slightly. “Funny, you never mentioned—”

“Distant cousin.” Ting-zhi interrupted, already moving them around him. “Very distant. Good to see you, Zhang. Enjoy your evening.”

They were through the door before the man could respond.

* * *
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THE CHILLY NIGHT AIR hit Yun-si like a slap.

Ting-zhi had let go of her elbow the moment they were out from the House of Fragrant Peony. But he didn’t slow down. He just kept walking faster and faster, trusting her to follow, daring her not to follow. She hurried to follow his quick pace, the bindings around her chest making it hard to breathe, the scholar’s cap on her head threatening to topple with every step.

Yun-si had never heard Gu Ting-zhi this quiet.

In all their years of friendship, through childhood squabbles and adolescent arguments, he’d always had words. Too many words, usually—teasing observations that made her face heat, infuriating comments delivered with that innocent expression, verbal traps she walked into without realizing until too late. She’d often wished, in moments of particular vexation, that he would just shut up for once.

Now that he had, she discovered she hated it.

The silence felt like a wall between them, and with each step she could feel it building higher. His anger was a living thing, radiating from the set of his shoulders and the measured precision of his stride. This wasn’t the playful antagonism she knew. This was something else entirely.

Something that made her chest tight and stuffy.

“Ting-zhi—” she tried.

He didn’t respond. Didn’t even turn his head.

They turned onto a quieter street, further from the courtesan district. She could remove her disguise soon, return to being Shen Yun-si, third daughter of Chancellor Shen, instead of this awkward boy-scholar. But first, she needed him to say something. Anything.

Her hand shot out, catching his sleeve. “Zhi-zhi.”

He stopped. The use of his childhood name—the one only she used, remnant of the days when she couldn’t pronounce his full name properly—finally broke through. He didn’t pull away, but he didn’t turn around either.

“Zhi-zhi,” she said again, tugging at his sleeve.

“Please,” she whispered. “Say something. Yell at me if you want, just—don’t be silent.”

For a long moment, he said nothing. Then his head bowed slightly, and when he spoke, his voice was low and strained. “If I yell, someone might hear. And if someone hears, they might investigate. And if they investigate...” He finally turned, and the look in his eyes made her breath catch. Not anger, though that was there too. It was fear. Raw, undisguised fear. “Do you understand what would have happened if anyone had recognized you?”

“I was careful—”

“Careful.” He laughed, but there was no humor in it. “You were in a courtesan house, dressed as a man, alone. That’s not careful, Shen Yun-si. That’s—” He stopped, jaw tight. “Why?”

She pulled her hand back, defensive. “It’s for... research.”

“Research for what?”

The question hung between them. She could lie. Should lie. But something about the way he was looking at her, the fear still lingering in his eyes, made the truth spill out.

“I...” she darted a glance at him then looked away quickly. “I write huabens,” she stammered out. “My sword-fighting stories and, and my adventure stories. But there’s this rival author who writes romance so well that I’m losing readers, and I thought, I thought if I could just understand how those scenes work, how people really act when they’re—when they’re courting or being intimate, I could write it better. But I’ve never...” Her cheeks burned as she forced herself to admit it. “I don’t have experience with any of it.”

“You want to write romance huabens.”

“Yes.”

“And you need reference material.”

“Yes.”

“So you decided to sneak into a courtesan house. Alone. In disguise.”

When he put it like that, it did sound more foolish than it had felt. “I know it was reckless, but I didn’t know what else to do! It’s not as if I can just ask someone to—to—” She stumbled over the words. “—to demonstrate courtship for me!”

Silence fell again, but this time it felt different. Charged with something she didn’t understand. He stared intently at her with his eyes, those lidded peach blossom eyes that fooled you into thinking he was harmless until you felt the full lethal force of it on you. Then, unexpectedly, his expression shifted from anger to something she couldn’t quite read.

“You could,” he said finally.

She blinked. “What?”

“You could ask someone.” His eyes locked onto hers, making her squirm slightly. That familiar glint—part scheming, part playful— simmered beneath the surface of his anger. “You could ask me.”

Her heart did something complicated in her chest. “Ask you to...?”

“Research with you.” He said it so calmly, as if he were suggesting they study classical texts instead of—of whatever this was. “You need to understand romance, courtship, intimate scenarios. You need a partner for that. And who better than an old friend? Someone you trust. Someone who understands discretion.”

“You’re not serious.”

“I’m completely serious.” He stepped closer, and she instinctively took a step back to look up at him. “Because if I don’t help you, you’ll do something like this again. You’ll take another reckless risk. And next time I might not be there to stop disaster.”

“I wouldn’t—”

“You would.” It wasn’t a question. He knew her too well. “So here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to write your huabens and compete with your rival. And I’m going to help you research whatever scenes you need. Properly. Safely.”

She stared at him, shocked into speechlessness. Gu Ting-zhi, son of the Shen Clan School’s headmaster, her childhood snot-sharing friend since she was a baby, was offering to help her research romance novels. It was absurd. Impossible. Completely inappropriate.

It was also, she realized with a sinking feeling, exactly what she needed.

“Why would you help me with this?” she asked suspiciously. “Are you going to blackmail me about it?”

“Because you’re going to be reckless whether I help or not. At least this way I can limit the damage.” His lips curved slightly—not quite a smile, but close. The first break in his anger. “I’d rather be your research partner than watch you destroy your reputation trying to gather materials alone.”

“This is... this is absurd.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “But so is your sneaking into courtesan houses in ludicrous male disguises. At least my version of absurdity keeps you safe.”

She wanted to argue, wanted to refuse on principle—accepting help from Gu Ting-zhi meant owing him, meant more ammunition for his endless teasing. But he was right, infuriatingly right, as he always was. She did need help. And she did trust him, even when he was being insufferable.

“So you’re really going to help me?”

“I’m going to regret this,” he flicked his finger on her forehead softly. “But yes. I’m going to help you.”

They walked the rest of the way in silence, but it was different now. Less suffocating. Almost comfortable.

As she walked behind him, watching the set of his shoulders gradually relax now that the immediate crisis had passed, Yun-si wondered what exactly she’d just agreed to.

And why, despite her better judgment, her heart was racing just a little too fast.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


There was a lilt to Yun-si’s walk as she crossed the huge garden to the wall that separated the Shen Residence from the Shen Clan School. The little wooden door in the garden wall creaked softly as she pushed it open. Sunlight dappled the familiar path leading to the school, the scent of autumn chrysanthemums filling the air.

The school’s main entrance faced the street, and that was what all the other students used. This little door belonged to her and her siblings alone. She had always liked that about it.

A bubble of warmth rose in her chest. Research, she told herself firmly, stepping through the threshold worn smooth by countless childhood dashes. Just research. A partner makes it efficient. The image of Ting-zhi’s exasperated face in the alleyway flashed, replaced by his outrageous, no, sensible suggestion.

She had a research partner now. An official one. Someone who’d promised to help her understand romance for her writing.

Which meant she could finally get answers to the questions that had been plaguing her. She hugged the pile of books she held to her chest. Her publisher Old Wang had flatly denied her request to borrow “reference materials”, so she had dressed in her scholar’s garb and secretly procured these books from a nameless bookshop near Scholar’s Lane.

The books had left her utterly baffled.

The rhythmic drone of young voices chanting Confucian classics drifted from the open windows of the distant classroom hall. 

Ahead, the library’s imposing three-storey structure rose, a water channel glinting around its base. Two paths led across: the stepping stones, uneven and treacherous, and the small, sturdy stone bridge.

Her gaze flicked to the stones. A phantom splash echoed in her ears, the shock of cold water soaking her skirts when she was eight, her foot slipping. Ting-zhi’s shout, sharp with a fear she’d never heard before, then his surprisingly strong hands hauling her out, dripping and shivering. He’d fussed, draping his own dry outer robe around her shoulders, his usual smirk replaced by tight-lipped concern. He’d never teased her about it, never suggested she try the stones again. 

The bridge it was then, as always. She walked the arched bridge slowly, carefully, the water whispering below.

Pushing open the heavy library door muted the outside world. Cool, dry air, thick with the scent of aged paper and ink, enveloped her. Dust motes danced in sunbeams slicing through lattice windows. Shelves laden with scrolls and bound volumes loomed quietly. Her eyes scanned the quiet space.

He was there. Near a window, bathed in light. Ting-zhi sat at a table, spine straight but with an air of relaxed concentration. An open book lay before him, his elegant fingers resting lightly on the page. Sunlight caught the sharp line of his jaw, the faint smear of ink on his knuckles. He hadn’t noticed her yet, absorbed in his study. He turned a page, the sound crisp in the stillness.

Then, as if sensing her presence, his head lifted slightly. Those dark eyes, usually veiled in lazy amusement, focused on her and a smile touched his lips.

“Si-er?” He called, his low voice carrying a hint of intimacy as it cut through the library’s hush.

Yun-si hid an involuntary shiver. She still could not get used to how his voice sounded now, deep and warm, like a man. Two years had washed away every hint of the squeak that had been there before he left on his scholar’s journey to the south.

“Ting-zhi!” She marched up to his desk with purpose. “I have questions.”

He looked up from his classical texts, expression wary. Probably remembering last night’s promise. Good. He couldn’t back out now.

“Questions,” he repeated carefully.

“Research questions.” She carefully put the pile of books on his desk. “You said you’d help me understand romance. Well, I need help understanding these now.”

His eyes landed on the top book. She watched his expression shift from wary to something approaching horror.

“Si-er. What. What are these?”

“Research materials? The bookshop owner said they were the most authentic depictions of marital relations. Very popular.” She felt proud of her initiative. See? She was taking this research partnership seriously. “But I don’t understand them. That’s why I need your help.”

“Help.” His voice had gone flat. “You want my help. With these.”

“You promised!” She opened the top volume to her marked page. “Look, here: ‘He thrust his dragon rod into her and she moaned in pain.’ What is a dragon rod? I looked through all the martial arts manuals—”

The choking sound he made was concerning.

“—and I couldn’t find any weapon called dragon rod. The closest was dragon staff, but that’s a long staff weapon and it definitely wouldn’t fit—” She gestured vaguely. “—wherever this is supposed to go. So is it ceremonial? Because the books keep mentioning it. ‘His mighty dragon rod.’ ‘His jade pillar.’ And—”

“Stop talking.” The words came out strangled.

She frowned. “But you said you’d help me research—”

“Not. This.” He pointed at the books like they might bite him. “This is not. I didn’t mean. When I agreed to help you research—” He seemed to be having trouble forming complete sentences.

“These are romance books,” she said, confused by his reaction. “Very popular romance books apparently. Which is what I need to write about. So—”

“Where did you get these?” He picked up the top book with two fingers, like it was contaminated. He flipped the pages and his face underwent a fascinating transformation from pale to pink to something approaching crimson.


He spread her jade petals and plunged his throbbing dragon pillar into her chrysanthemum cave— 


He slammed the book shut.

“The seller said they were very educational—”

“The seller lied.” He was gripping the edge of his desk now. “These are, Si-er, these are erotic huabens. For married couples. Or adults with very specific interests.”

“Erotic? Aren’t those love stories too? The seller recommended these to me when I told him I was getting married next spring. He said it will definitely please my future wife.” Why was he being so difficult about this? “And you promised to help me understand—”

“I promised to help you understand romance.” Each word sounded carefully controlled. “Not. Not to explain dragon rods.”

“Then what is a dragon rod?!” She was getting frustrated now. “Because every book mentions them and I don’t understand why the heroes keep taking out weapons and hurting the heroines with them! That’s not romantic, that’s assault with—”

“It’s not a weapon!” The words burst out.

She blinked. “Then what is it?”

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Then another.

“It’s. A euphemism.”

“A euphemism for what?”

“For a man’s. Private. Parts.” The words sounded like they were being forcibly extracted. “His. Yang. Organ.”

Silence.

Yun-si looked at the books. Back at him. Back at the books. Then at his crotch before snapping her gaze up guiltily.

“You mean his—”

“Yes.”

“So when the books say ‘thrust into her’—”

“Yes.”

“And ‘she moaned in pain’ because—”

“Because the first time can involve discomfort for women, yes.” He looked like he wanted to combust. “That’s. That’s what these books are describing. The act of. Of marital intimacy.”

Oh.

OH.

The jade gate. The thrusting. The moaning. So the chrysanthemum caves and flower petals mean—

Her own face caught fire.

“I didn’t—I thought—” She couldn’t finish any sentence.

“You thought dragon rods were actual weapons.” His voice was still strained but held a note of something else now. Possibly the urge to laugh. Or cry. Or both.

“It’s not my fault the terminology is confusing!”

“It’s metaphorical, Si-er.”

“Well how was I supposed to know that?!” She was mortified now. Absolutely mortified. She’d just asked him to explain. To explain male anatomy. While waving explicit books around and reading passages about jade pillars and thrusting and, and, whatever they all meant.

“I’m going to—I should—” She started gathering the books.

“Wait.” He moved to the medical texts shelf in the corner, pulled down three volumes right from the very top and thrust them at her without meeting her eyes. “Here. Read these. They’re anatomical texts. Medical books. They’ll explain everything. Um. Without the flowery language.”

She took the books, hands still trembling slightly from mortification and flipped open the top volume.

Her eyes went wide.

She slammed it shut. “These—these are illustrations!”

Detailed ones. Very detailed. With labels and arrows and—

Ting-zhi arched an eyebrow, expression perfectly dry. “Or would you rather see mine?”

For one frozen heartbeat, Yun-si’s brain simply stopped working.

Then his words registered.

“What?!” Her voice came out as a strangled squeak.

“For educational purposes.” His face was completely innocent. Completely. But his eyes—his eyes were dancing with unholy amusement. “You seemed confused by the illustrations. A live reference might be more—”

She didn’t let him finish.

Clutching the medical texts to her chest, she fled.

She stumbled over her own skirts in her haste to escape, caught herself on the doorframe, and disappeared into the corridor in a flurry of silk and mortification.

Behind her, she could have sworn she heard him laughing.
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The morning sun slanted through the paper-covered lattice windows as Ting-zhi stretched, the events of yesterday replaying in his mind. A slow grin spread across his face. That expression on Yun-si’s face—horror, realization, then absolute mortification—had been worth every second of his own embarrassment. Dragon rod. The absurdity of it. She’d asked with such earnest confusion, shoving that erotic huaben at his face.

He swung his legs off the bed, still chuckling. No one else ever saw her like that. Flustered, stammering, her usual dreamy composure shattered. Since young, he had loved peeling back that quiet, untouchable exterior and see the stuttering, blustering and delightful girl underneath.

A knock, then a little boy shuffled in, lugging a basin of water with exaggerated care. Ting-zhi pinched the bridge of his nose. “Wen-xin,” he groaned, “how many times must I say it? I’m perfectly capable of fetching my own wash water. I don’t need a child who barely reaches my waist to perform this vital service.”

The boy straightened, puffing out his chest with solemn pride. “But it’s my responsibility, Young Master!” His voice wobbled with earnestness, peach-blossom eyes wide, dimples flashing.

Ting-zhi eyed him, suspicion creeping in once again. Those features were too uncannily similar to his. If not for the fact that Wen-xin’s parents were both alive and well, he’d swear the esteemed Headmaster of Shen Clan School had fathered him a sibling in old age. Nonetheless, he had no doubt his father had chosen Wen-xin to be his book boy purely for the sake of tormenting him with a miniature, dimpled reflection.

Ting-zhi splashed his face. Today’s gathering at the teahouse would be dull in comparison, but duty called. He selected a robe of deep indigo, the embroidery subtle but fine, and adjusted his scholar’s cap in the mirror. The reflection smiled cockily back.

* * *
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PEAR BLOSSOM TEAHOUSE hummed with the low murmur of scholars, the scent of various teas curling through the air.

“Ah, Gu Ting-zhi!” Cheng-yi, his chubby friend whose family owned this teahouse and many more, waved him over. “Come and try these new pastries!”

Ting-zhi stepped inside the large private room, nodding to familiar faces as he slid into a seat.

“The prodigal son returns.” Laughter and greetings rippled around him, voices overlapping as fellow scholars called out.

“Tell us, how does it feel to have your father’s treatises practically written into the examination syllabus?” Scholar Zhang asked with a barbed smile.

Ting-zhi accepted a cup of tea with a lazy smile and glanced at him mildly. “A heavy burden, truly. Imagine the disappointment if I fail. My father’s reputation will crumble, and half the examinees will weep over wasted study time.”

Laughter rippled around the table. “As if you’d fail,” scoffed another. “With your father’s guidance, you’re practically guaranteed a top rank.”

“Ah, but taking the examinations is like swimming upstream,” Ting-zhi mused, brushing his thumb over his teacup. “First, the local exams where you compete with everyone in the province who has learnt the classics and fancies himself a potential official. Then the provincial exams, where the real culling begins. And if you survive that, you get to freeze in the capital for the imperial exams, praying your ink doesn’t freeze mid-essay.”

“Don’t forget the final hall examination in the Hall of Brightness where the top candidates will be assessed by the Emperor!” Cheng-yi added, leaning in. “They say he can tell a man’s worth in three questions.”

Ting-zhi smirked. “Or in one, if you’re unlucky.”

The scholars chuckled, but their eyes gleamed with the weight of ambition. The imperial exams weren’t just a test—they were a ladder, and every scholar here was determined to climb it. Aiming for the highest ranks was to attempt the carp’s leap through the Dragon Gate at the head of the stream. Succeed, and one might become a dragon. Fail, and one would remain just another fish in the river.

Cheng-yi lowered his voice. “Speaking of that... I heard Princess Ming-yue will attend the Jade Grove Banquet next year.”

The words hung in the air for a moment. Then—

“Looking for a husband, you think?” someone ventured.

“Who wouldn’t want that alliance?” another murmured. “Marry the princess, and you’re practically imperial family.”

Ting-zhi took a slow sip of tea, hiding his amusement. “A dangerous game. The Emperor doesn’t strike me as the type to let his niece marry just anyone.”

“True,” Scholar Zhang agreed. “But if she does take notice... imagine the connections.”

The table erupted into speculation, voices overlapping.

“—has to be someone distinguished—”

“—or at least handsome enough to catch her eye—”

A finger jabbed toward Ting-zhi. “You! You’ve got the looks for it.”

He raised a brow. “Ah, but I lack the substance. The Princess would see through me in an instant.”

“Nonsense,” Cheng-yi scoffed. “You’ve got the charm, the pedigree—”

“And the modesty,” Ting-zhi drawled, earning another round of laughter.

The truth was, he had no interest in imperial politics or princesses. His mind was already elsewhere, on a certain someone who’d asked about dragon rods with wide, curious eyes.

The thought made his tea taste sweeter.

The afternoon passed while the scholars compared notes and argued over interpretations of classical texts and ways of governance. Ting-zhi contributed when needed—a clarification here, a counterpoint there—but mostly, he observed. By the time the gathering dispersed and lanterns were being lit outside, he had already mentally sorted them: who would place, who wouldn’t, and who might just surprise everyone.

When the sun dipped low enough to stain the teahouse walls in hues of amber and rose, the gathering began to disperse. Scholars stretched, gathered their notes, and exchanged polite farewells, their voices still buzzing with half-finished debates. Ting-zhi lingered near the door, adjusting the sleeve of his robe as Cheng-yi shuffled past, a distracted look on his face.

“Something on your mind?” Ting-zhi asked, falling into step beside him. The evening air was cool, carrying the scent of damp earth and flowers. Cheng-yi didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he stared at the pear trees lining the street wistfully. A gust of wind blew, and a handful of golden leaves drifted lazily down onto the green flagstones.

“Do you know,” he began, voice so low Ting-zhi had to lean closer, “that the Princess likes pastries?”

Ting-zhi’s heart missed a beat as he stared at his friend. Since when?

But he smiled reassuringly at Cheng-yi, lifted the two wooden boxes of pastries in his hands and gave them a gentle shake.

“Your family’s teahouses serve the finest pastries in Shangjing,” he said, raising a brow.

“Crispy almond twists, black sesame pastries, those little steamed osmanthus cakes that melt in your mouth... Tell me, who wouldn’t like them?”

Cheng-yi’s expression brightened fractionally, but his shoulders remained slumped. “But what if she’s had better? What if she gets tired of sweet things?”

“Sometimes,” Ting-zhi said, steering them toward the street where the lanterns were beginning to flicker to life, “the simplest gifts are the most memorable. A jewel is forgotten in a drawer. But a pastry?” He grinned. “That’s an experience. And experiences, my friend, are far harder to ignore.”
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It was a few days before Yun-si gathered up her courage to go to the library again. She opened the door carefully and hovered on the threshold, clutching her notebook, the memory of the mortifying “dragon rod” incident still prickling her skin. Ting-zhi sat behind his usual table, a mountain of scrolls and annotated exam primers already dwarfing him. He glanced up, the corner of his lips curving almost imperceptibly, brush poised mid-air.

“Si-er. To what do I owe the pleasure? More... anatomical inquiries?” His voice was a low murmur, barely disturbing the library’s sacred silence.

She stiffened, her cheeks warming. “No!” The word came out sharper than intended. She took a breath, fingers nervously smoothing the front of her silk dress, and gingerly walked in. “I came about our... arrangement. The research partnership.”

“Of course.” Ting-zhi said agreeably. 

“These are the ideas I’ve been thinking about,” Yun-si mumbled as she shoved a folded piece of paper toward him. “We can discuss them. You don’t have to agree to all of them—I mean, your examinations are more important, and I shouldn’t distract you too much. It’s just... if... if you have time.”

Ting-zhi set his brush down in the little mountain valley of his brush rest and leaned back in his chair, the wooden legs creaking softly beneath him.

“Mm,” he hummed, low and considering, before gesturing vaguely at the towering stacks of books surrounding him. “Don’t worry about it. These”—he waved
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