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Tiger, Tiger

    by acernor

      Summary

      Liu Qingge finds himself unwillingly charmed by Shen Qingqiu's new pet tiger while Luo Binghe is mysteriously off peak. The two are, of course, completely unrelated.
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      Chapter 1
  








  
  The flimsy door slams open under Liu Qingge’s foot.

 

  “Shen Qingqiu!” he calls into the apparently empty house; no voice responds. With a tch of impatience he strides into the main room, taking yet another forgotten folding fan from his sleeve to lay it on the main table. As his foot crosses the line of sight of the doorway to a side room, intuition makes him whip his head to the side.

 

  There, lounging unmolested in the library of Shen Qingqiu’s peak lord’s house, is a… cat. A very, very large cat. A tiger-sized cat, in fact. It’s staring at Liu Qingge with unblinking yellow eyes, the vivid burnt orange and black of its fur contrasting garishly with the delicate whites and greens of Shen Qingqiu’s home. It watches him, unmoving, for a long moment; then deliberately turns its head away in a gigantic yawn, displaying its massive fangs.

 

  Unintimidated, Liu Qingge narrows his eyes. What is this beast doing in Shen Qingqiu’s home?

 

  “You,” he says, putting a hand on Cheng Luan threateningly. “Scram.”

 

  The tiger’s tail flips back and forth; almost lazily, it brings its gaze back to Liu Qingge, and rises to its feet in a slow stretch, reaching out its front legs and extending its claws luxuriously as the tail end raises up. It leans forward in a second stretch, hind legs so long behind it that it almost reaches from end to end of the room, then moves to sit in the doorway, bulk not quite fully blocking it. The top of its head is at the height of Liu Qingge’s shoulder. 

 

  It’s not watching him with any particular aggressiveness, but the enclosed space makes it seem much bigger than it should be.

 

  “I’ve killed beasts your size many times before,” Liu Qingge remarks, eyes narrowed. The tiger watches him, nonreactive. After a long minute of standoff, Liu Qingge slowly removes his hand from his sword. 

 

  “I bet Shen Qingqiu let you in,” he says with disgust, moving carefully to the other side of the main room to place Shen Qingqiu’s fan on the table. The tiger watches it intently as it leaves Liu Qingge’s hand; Liu Qingge frowns. Do beasts like this… chew on things? Like dogs?

 

  “Don’t eat that,” he instructs, leveling a glare at the watching big cat. Without turning his back on it, he makes his way back to the door and lets himself out, closing it as well as he can behind himself.

 

  A very large paw sneaks into the gap where it no longer hangs straight and bats the door open. The tiger’s massive head and shoulders appear through the doorway before Liu Qingge slams his weight against the door, attempting to force it closed on the cat. 

 

  “He’ll get mad if I let you out!” he grits out, as the tiger snarls and pushes back. It’s very, very strong; the door is almost removed from its hinges in the back and forth. “Stop that! The door!”

 

  With a rumbling growl, the tiger braces itself and pushes the door all the way open, taking advantage of Liu Qingge’s distraction over its imminent splintering. It oozes out like a dangerous liquid, orange and striped and still very large, even in the vastness of the outdoors. Liu Qingge backs away from it a few paces immediately; but all it does is raise its head up and sniff the outdoor air with interest, not looking at him.

 

  “Get back in there!” Liu Qingge snaps. He is soundly ignored.

 

  By the time Shen Qingqiu gets back Liu Qingge has been thoroughly enraged and is attempting to meditate while the noncompliant tiger pays no mind to him, lazing in the sun in blissful langor. The cat seemed disinclined to leave the area, but Liu Qingge wasn’t willing to take the chance that it would wander off; so after the first hour of sunbathing, he simply sat down, fuming, to cultivate. Now the sun is setting, and he’ll have to return to Bai Zhan later than he planned to be.

 

  “Shidi!” Shen Qingqiu says, spiralling out of the sky on Xiu Ya. Liu Qingge glances up at him sourly and feels his mood improve very slightly. “I didn’t realize you were going to stop by! This, um-”

 

  He directs his sword down to dismount right by the gigantic, dangerous beast, which is sitting up and moving its massive head with the hand-length teeth towards Shen Qingqiu and his vital organs. When the tiger headbutts Shen Qingqiu’s chest, a rumbling purr vibrating from it, Liu Qingge slowly removes his white-knuckled hand from Cheng Luan’s hilt. Shen Qingqiu’s elegant hand is lightly stroking the tiger’s broad forehead; it’s barely big enough to cover one of the white spots on the eyebrows.

 

  “A new pet?” Liu Qingge surmises sourly. Shen Qingqiu has kept stranger things before; some of them given by Liu Qingge himself.

 

  “I suppose… you could say that,” Shen Qingqiu agrees as the tiger stands up and winds around him, large enough that he wobbles with its weight. “Did he bother you, shidi?”

 

  “No,” Liu Qingge says shortly, summoning Cheng Luan. “You’re back- I’ll go now.”

 

  “Shidi-” Shen Qingqiu calls, but Liu Qingge has already taken off.

 

  —

 

  It’s not the last time he sees the beast.

 

  It seems to have taken to lurking not only around Shen Qingqiu’s peak, but in the environs of Cang Qiong in general. Liu Qingge encounters it once on Bai Zhan peak, and after shooing it away, doesn’t hear anything about it from anyone else- he makes all the disciples run awareness exercises every day from sunrise to the noon meal for the next week. He sees it on An Ding, multiple times on Qian Cao, and on one memorable occasion, on Qiong Ding itself. After a while, he stops chasing it away; it doesn’t seem to do much besides go completely unnoticed by the unwitting disciples as it prowls about doing mysterious cat things. Shen Qingqiu wouldn’t bring back something dangerous- or at least, he wouldn’t let it run around unsupervised. Excepting, of course, his annoying-

 

  It doesn’t matter; Luo Binghe hasn’t been around for a while. The next time Liu Qingge visits Qing Jing, the demon is still absent; instead, the cat is lounging in the bamboo house again, long tail twitching just at the tip and back turned to Liu Qingge. It doesn’t bother to move when he lets himself in.

 

  “He’s not here again?” Liu Qingge addresses the beast, frowning. Lately, it seems like Shen Qingqiu has always been off peak. “Tch- he forgot this.” He hefts the book at the house, as if that will tell him where in the vast array of shelves and tables it belongs.

 

  With a rumbling noise, the tiger resettles itself where it is, not budging from its location in the library. Liu Qingge casts his glance doubtfully over it; it continues to not move. It didn’t do anything to Shen Qingqiu that time except for shed long hairs over his robes, garish enough that Liu Qingge could see them from a distance; and it hasn’t tried to make trouble when he’s seen it on the other peaks. Cautiously, he steps into the room.

 

  The tiger doesn’t even twitch.

 

  It’s sprawled out near the writing desk that Shen Qingqiu’s extra scrolls are always laying on; Liu Qingge cautiously approaches from the other side of the table, keeping his eye on the cat. Its tail twitches; one ear flicks. Liu Qingge glances at the one clear spot on the desk, hand reaching out to deposit the book.

 

  His eye catches on an illustration peeking out of a closed book; he does a double take, hand still outstretched. There’s something on the exposed corner of the page that couldn’t possibly be-

 

  A very gentle, completely immovable pressure closes lightly around Liu Qingge’s leg. Holding extremely still, he glances down at his leg and the half-white underside of the tiger’s jaw, which has fully enveloped his calf. The tiger’s tail whips slowly back and forth in pleasure, hindquarters still visible on the other side of the table.

 

  “Let me go,” Liu Qingge says warningly. The tiger merely adjusts its teeth slightly without letting go, rough tongue scraping Liu Qingge through the thin fabric of his pants. “Let go, or I’ll make you.”

 

  What follows is a scene of very restrained carnage, on Liu Qingge’s part. Not wanting to hurt Shen Qingqiu’s pet- or his house- he refrains from drawing Cheng Luan, and instead physically wrestles the tiger across the floor of the library for an hour. The tiger appears to think that they’re playing, and barely uses its claws at all- though its teeth are completely in play.

 

  “Give!” Liu Qingge pants out once he finally manages to lock his arms around the tiger’s neck from behind. The tiger, being an animal, doesn’t listen, and merely thrashes around vigorously enough that Liu Qingge allows himself to be thrown off.

 

  “Fine!” he snaps, as the tiger rights itself and pads towards him again, pupils wide and fixed on him. “You win! Stop before we wreck Shen Qingqiu’s house!”

 

  The tiger continues advancing until it’s almost within lunging distance- then stays there, frozen, one paw in the air, not taking its eyes from Liu Qingge. Liu Qingge stands his ground and glares; the tiger does its best impression of a statue. 

 

  After a few minutes of standoff, the tiger’s ears flick back, and it raises a massive paw to lick at it, finally looking away from Liu Qingge. 

 

  “Troublesome beast,” Liu Qingge mutters with no heat, attempting to brush off the copious fur that now litters his white sleeves. The tiger flicks its gaze at him, then continues cleaning itself, sitting and turning its back on him. Liu Qingge glances at the table to make sure that the book he came to return is still there- it is, the desk undisturbed by their tussles- and grunts in irritation, turning to stride towards the door.

 

  That night, he sleeps very well.







      

  












      Chapter 2
  








  
  “How long are you planning to keep it?” Liu Qingge asks, frowning, as Shen Qingqiu reclines against the massive orange wall of the tiger’s side behind him.

 

  “Hm?” Shen Qingqiu says, looking up from his book. “Keep what?”

 

  “That,” Liu Qingge says, gesturing with his chin at the half-sleeping tiger. It blinks one large eye open at him, then yawns and lays its head down across its paws in the opposite direction, ignoring him. 

 

  “Oh,” Shen Qingqiu says, biting his lip. It’s very subtle; Liu Qingge almost doesn’t notice it, but his bottom lip is slightly shiny when it leaves his mouth. “He’ll be around as long as he’s… around.”

 

  Liu Qingge shoots him a disbelieving look, but lets the subject drop with a huff of impatience. Shen Qingqiu closes his book and stands up, brushing his robe off absentmindedly and meandering towards the library. “Make yourself at home, shidi,” he calls over his shoulder; “I just need to find the next volume of this.”

 

  The seconds crawl by, and Liu Qingge’s eye is drawn to the tiger, which is still pretending to ignore him. Liu Qingge can tell that it’s only pretending because both its ears are turned back towards him, like a housecat that’s turned its back to you but doesn’t quite trust you to stay still.

 

  “Stop that,” Liu Qingge says; the tiger’s ears flick and its tail twitches, only once. When it keeps visibly listening to him, he rises to his feet and makes his way towards it. It ignores him belligerently until he’s standing directly next to it.

 

  “Well?” he says; the tail swishes once more. The cat fails to move when he nudges it with his socked foot.

 

  With a huff, Liu Qingge sits back down in his seat. Shen Qingqiu wanders back into the room and the tiger yawns and rises, stretching, and pads over to meet him, completely silent despite its size. Shen Qingqiu casually pets it on its forehead- as if it were one of his human disciples, ridiculously enough- and takes his seat again.

 

  Liu Qingge takes little notice as the tiger disappears into one room after the other- pacing around the house as if bored. He doesn’t pay any attention to its movements until it slinks up behind him, obviously trying not to be noticed. He ignores it, even until its broad nose is breathing right onto the back of his neck; when the tiger tests its luck and extends its head forward over his shoulder, long stiff whiskers brushing his cheek, he tsks and pushes it away with one hand. It barely budges, too massive to be moved easily from the angle he’s at; letting his hand dig into the heavy fur, he scratches roughly at it instead, as if it were a massive dog. His hands go into the ruff almost all the way to the wrist, and the tiger freezes- then angles its head slightly to allow his fingers deeper.

 

  Ignoring it as best he can, Liu Qingge looks back at Shen Qingqiu, who’s looking at him over the top of his book; he drops his eyes immediately back at the page when Liu Qingge catches him watching. What, is Shen Qingqiu the only one who gets to touch his pet? He should have made that clear to the tiger before it tried to wrestle Liu Qingge the other day.

 

  After a little while, the tiger appears to get bored and wanders off, presumably to sleep in another room. When Liu Qingge leaves, he sees hide nor hair of it- except for the long guard hairs and soft undercoat that completely coat his robes.

 

  He resigns himself to carrying an extra set.

 

  —

 

  Over the next few months, the tiger grows more audacious. 

 

  Now, instead of simply wandering around outdoors, it appears to be purposefully seeking Liu Qingge out- slinking behind rocks and through trees in an attempt to ambush him. It never makes any particular move on him; just rushes out of the bushes at him in an attempt to startle. Liu Qingge doesn’t ever move, but that doesn’t seem to dissuade it.

 

  After attempting to ambush him, it often lazes around where Liu Qingge is for a while- sometimes going so far as to butt its gigantic head against his side or his back, knocking the breath out of him. Shen Qingqiu didn’t seem to get pushed around this hard, but Liu Qingge can take it; he just grabs a handful of the cat’s ruff and digs his fingers in to distract it when it becomes too much. 

 

  After a while, the tiger begins lying down, turning belly up as if it wants him to pet the white sections as well. Liu Qingge eyes the four very large and very mobile clawed legs with suspicion, but eventually scratches under the cat’s chin, and then down its chest. After long enough of this, a low rumbling sometimes emanates from it; its finger-length claws flex languidly in and out of its front paws, one side at a time.

 

  Months pass. 

 

  Luo Binghe is finally back; Liu Qingge sees him on the peak sometimes, though he mostly seems to keep his presence hidden. The least he can do, so as not to further stain his shizun’s reputation. 

 

  Unexpectedly, when Shen Qingqiu leaves the peak to accompany Luo Binghe to the demonic realm, the tiger seems to go with him. Liu Qingge doesn’t see much of it; only rarely does it appear on the peak while Shen Qingqiu is gone, wandering out of the forest to lounge around in Liu Qingge’s vicinity for a few hours before departing again. Liu Qingge has no idea how they’re transporting it.

 

  In the end, he decides that it’s none of his business; and then, the tiger begins sporadically appearing in the wilderness while he’s traveling.

 

  “What are you doing here?” he asks the first time, narrowing his eyes. “Shouldn’t you be with Shen Qingqiu?”

 

  The tiger just lashes its tail at him, stalking up to headbutt him in the sternum. Liu Qingge coughs out a muffled 
  
    whoof,
  
   and grabs it by the ruff, raking his fingers through the fur to dissuade it. The purring starts up, and the tiger refrains from further attacks.

 

  The fourth time it finds him in the woods, stalking noiselessly behind him, Liu Qingge lets it get as close as he would on Cang Qiong mountain, pretending not to notice it. This time, the tiger doesn’t just leap out of the trees to startle him; it fully tackles him to the ground. 

 

  Rolling with the attack, Liu Qingge grapples with it, bracing both feet against its chest and pushing. The tiger, baring its teeth in a roar for show, bats heavily at his head, claws retracted. Liu Qingge shoves with his legs, and the tiger letts him roll it over onto its side and off him. When he sits up, it flops back on top of him, snarling and pinning him with one massive paw.

 

  “Yes, you caught me, very good,” Liu Qingge says, frowning. “Why did you come all the way out here to play? If I hadn’t heard you coming I could have drawn my sword on you.”

 

  The tiger, ignoring him, presses at him with its paw once, twice, three times- as if trying to get him to struggle again so that it can pin him back. It playfully lowers its head, massive jaws cracking open to breathe hot against his bare neck as its fangs stretch from under his jaw to his collarbones. When he just huffs out a noise of impatience it eventually releases him, and puts its forearm half over his face, turning his head to the side to pin it into the ground.

 

  “Hey-!” Liu Qingge yells, muffled, as a rough and vaguely wet scraping sensation drags over his temple and scalp, pulling at his bound hair. “You- disgusting! Stop that!”

 

  The tiger ignores him, and Liu Qingge, seething, relaxes into it. After a few dozen exfoliating strokes, the tiger removes its forearm from his face and attempts to lick the other side of his head.

 

  “Stop it,” Liu Qingge grumps, raising a hand to bat it on the nose and sitting up when it twitches back. His hair is completely askew; he fixes the tiger with a glare as he removes the tie, letting it fall to drape over his shoulders. One side is slightly slimy. “This is disgusting,” he repeats, as he ties his hair back up.

 

  Without disrupting his arms, the tiger leans in and starts licking at his neck and throat; Liu Qingge rolls his eyes and only scolds it when it moves back to his hairline, threatening to undo his work.

 

  “I have to keep moving,” he says flatly, as the tiger’s weight grows heavier on top of his legs, the vibration of its purring intensifying. “You’re not helping, you know,” he sighs, flinching away from a particularly skin-removing scrape of tongue. “I can’t bring you with me, you’d just get hurt.”

 

  After a few minutes the tiger finally seems to grow bored of grooming him, and moves back; Liu Qingge regains his feet, and points a hand warningly at it when its tail lashes playfully.

 

  “None of that!” he says. “Shen Qingqiu will be back on Cang Qiong by the time that I am- you can harass me then.” The tiger, obviously, understands nothing of it; but he continues anyway, for some reason. “This monster is only in the area for a few weeks before it moves on; I have to catch it. It moves to other villages and kills other groups of people.” The tiger stares at him, as if considering attacking him again.

 

  With a huff of exasperation Liu Qingge moves to the tiger’s side, which warily lets him approach; setting a hand on its head, he ruffles its fur and then scratches vigorously down its spine, prompting it to stand up to allow his hand to continue all the way to the base of its tail. Like a dog, it raises its tail in response to the scratching, eyes closed in pleasure.

 

  “Now,” Liu Qingge says, dusting his hands on each other to knock off the excess fur, “get out of here. Get back to Shen Qingqiu safely.”

 

  The tiger headbutts him- slightly more gently than before- and fades into the woods. 







      

  












      Chapter 3
  








  
  Luo Binghe has been off the peak for a while, but when Liu Qingge returns, he finds him in the yard of the bamboo house. Liu Qingge lands and shoots the closed door a stiff look, walking determinedly past Luo Binghe without acknowledging him.

 

  “Don’t kick the door open,” Luo Binghe’s low, deadly voice calls; Liu Qingge’s shoulders tense up, and he kicks it open. Shen Qingqiu is not inside. 

 

  “He’s not here,” Luo Binghe says, and when Liu Qingge turns around, Luo Binghe is… walking towards him.

 

  Hand jumping to Cheng Luan on his belt, Liu Qingge fixes him with an intense glare; the demon’s pace hesitates for the barest imperceptible moment, then continues forward. Liu Qingge’s hand tightens until his knuckles go pale, his pulse beginning to race and his breathing to come fast. Luo Binghe hasn’t moved into Liu Qingge’s space like this of his own accord since…

 

  Since a time they would both likely prefer to forget.

 

  “What’s that look for?” Luo Binghe says, stopping casually within conversational distance. All of Liu Qingge’s senses are straining to anticipate the first attack. “You came to visit. I live here. Do you not want to come in?”

 

  He’s acting like he wants to talk instead of fight. Liu Qingge doesn’t drop his guard. “When will Shen Qingqiu be back,” he says stiffly.

 

  “Tomorrow,” Luo Binghe says, raising an eyebrow. “Will you come back then?”

 

  Without a word, Liu Qingge takes to Cheng Luan and flies away. His heart rate only quiets when he reaches Bai Zhan peak.

 

  —

 

  The tiger shows up on his peak that very night. He hears its usually silent footsteps outside his house, along with a hoarse chuffing noise.

 

  Maybe it’s also avoiding that demon. Liu Qingge levers himself out of bed, and slides the door open.

 

  “What,” he says gruffly, clad only in his inner robes; the cool night air blows through them, making him shiver. The tiger looks at him, and slowly approaches. Then, at low speed, it shoves its head into his stomach. 

 

  “Hello,” he sighs. His hand comes up to stroke gently along the tiger’s head for a moment; but it’s too cool out to stay in the doorway for long. “I’m going to close the door,” he warns, stepping back fully inside. The tiger follows, butting its head insistently against his stomach, then lifting a lip to slide its teeth against his elbow, leaving a slight smear of wet behind. Its hindquarters don’t hang out of the door for long; with the canniness of a predator it slinks fully into the house, merging into the shadows of the indoors. Liu Qingge slides the door closed, cutting off the breeze, and sits down on his bed. 

 

  “What-” he says, as the tiger follows him onto it, massive weight making the wooden bed groan when it lays down on top of him. Liu Qingge lets out a strangled 
  
    oof,
  
   and the tiger flicks its tail and lays its head down on its paws by his head, half hanging off the bed with how long it is. It is much too warm, and much too heavy; even a cultivator like Liu Qingge is feeling a little pressed for air beneath it. A steady, loud noise starts up from it, the vibrations permeating Liu Qingge’s whole body. He sighs, and resigns himself to it.

 

  At some point he drifts off, and only wakes up in the morning when the sunlight is streaming into his house through the door left half-open.

 

  —

 

  “Shidi,” Shen Qingqiu says over his tea cup, “are you… fine?”

 

  “Yes,” Liu Qingge says, not moving to pick up his own tea. He uses his cultivation to brace his core as the massive weight behind him shoves into him over and over again, bumping at his back and shoulders and sniffing against his ponytail. “When are you leaving?”

 

  “In two days,” Shen Qingqiu says, eyeing whatever is happening behind Liu Qingge with interest while Liu Qingge steadfastly ignores it. “Would shidi like to come visit while we’re in the demonic realm?”

 

  “I-” Liu Qingge begins, then swats at the warm nose that presses against his neck. “Stop that!”

 

  “He’s really… affectionate towards you, isn’t he,” Shen Qingqiu says thoughtfully, staring behind Liu Qingge. Liu Qingge huffs.

 

  “Maybe,” he says. “You’ll be at the palace up north? I’ll visit.” A heavy weight descends into his lap, pinning one of his legs; a large mouth closes gently around his unguarded forearm, worrying at it without force. “I’m not a chew toy, stop that,” he says absently, tugging at his arm without any real intent to break free.

 

  “Yes,” Shen Qingqiu says, staring at the ears that are visible over the low table. “Yes, shidi should certainly come see us.”

 

  —

 

  Liu Qingge still doesn’t have any idea how the tiger travels with them, but he finds it in the palace in the demonic realm all the same. It’s not until he attempts to leave the palace to hunt while Shen Qingqiu is handling some sort of excruciatingly political business that the problem arises.

 

  “They don’t let you wander alone out here,” Liu Qingge says- mostly confidently. “I can’t take you with me.”

 

  The tiger, already outside the walls, makes a low roaring noise, and slams its shoulder into him companionably, twining around his body in slow passes. 

 

  “I’m leaving,” Liu Qingge says warningly, summoning Cheng Luan to hover before him and lightly stepping onto it. “You stay here- whatever wards they’ve put up must be enough to protect you. Don’t come further out- it’s dangerous.”

 

  The tiger’s gaze follows after him when he flies a body length further off the ground; then it scrunches up as though it’s planning on jumping after him like a housecat after a bird. Liu Qingge directs Cheng Luan further up, glaring- the tiger’s tail swishes in frustration, and it paces back and forth, letting out a low, rumbling cry.

 

  “Go back inside!” Liu Qingge calls, and turns Cheng Luan to fly away.

 

  —

 

  In the end, it’s Liu Qingge who should have been more careful.

 

  He thought it was strange that the cat could move from place to place so quickly; but he never assumed that it would be able to keep up with his sword flight. When he’s already engaged in combat with a deadly monster the shock of seeing Shen Qingqiu’s pet dash onto the battlefield, teeth bared, distracts him just long enough that he takes a heavy blow to his side, the spines on the monster’s long tail ripping through his white robes just deep enough to lightly slash the skin.

 

  “What are you-” he gasps, as his vision suddenly doubles, then clears. Leaping back, he brings a hand to his temple, swaying slightly- he’s been hit by some kind of poison, but his cultivation should be able to clear it. While he’s incapacitated, the tiger has seized onto some sort of small reptilian beast Liu Qingge hadn’t noticed and is brutally shaking it, vicious enough that Liu Qingge hears it when the bones of its neck snap.

 

  The long tail of the large monster whips towards Liu Qingge again; head swimming, he jumps back, hearing the tiger roar as if through a wall as he tries to lead the monster away from it. He stumbles as he lands, and a lucky slash of the monster’s claws and teeth tears a hole through his sleeve and arm.

 

  Gasping in pain, Liu Qingge tries to send Cheng Luan stabbing towards the creature; but his aim is wildly off, the sword darting through the air following the multiple visions of the creature. Gritting his teeth, he forces qi through his meridians, cycling it as quickly as he can to clear the poison; but something isn’t working, the demonic energy within the toxin preventing his cultivation from properly eliminating it. It clears his vision enough, however, that he can dodge the next slash of its claws, leaping to the base of the nearby cliff face and sliding on his side through a waist-high opening into a shallow cave. Hopefully the monster will try to corner him in here, leaving the way open for Shen Qingqiu’s tiger to dash away.

 

  A low roar sounds from outside the cave, mild compared to the screeching hiss of the monster. There’s a sound of crashing rock and gravel; Liu Qingge tries to struggle back to his feet towards the entrance of the cave, but then the light is blocked, and the lithe body of the tiger squirms through the tight opening, passing through seconds before the spiked tail of the monster slams into the cliff face behind it. 

 

  “What are you 
  
    doing
  
   here!” Liu Qingge barks, trying to gain his feet again. The tiger is at his side immediately, and he folds an arm around it, breath rushing too fast in and out of his lungs as he digs his fingers viciously into the ruff of its neck. “What would I do if you were killed? How would I explain it to Shen Qingqiu!”

 

  He releases the tiger, trying to shove it away; but it barely moves, head swinging forward instead to hesitantly nose at his body. The scent of blood is thick enough in the air that it smells cloying to Liu Qingge himself; to the tiger’s nose, it must be overwhelming. The tiger, hesitantly, licks at Liu Qingge’s wounded arm; his eyes slam closed, face going white with pain. 

 

  “Stay here,” Liu Qingge whispers when he can speak again. His heart is racing; that can’t be good. He must be losing blood quickly. His vision is still swimming; when he tries to stand, he can’t manage it. 

 

  A violent force slams into the cave- the hanging rock at the entrance crumbles, a few chunks falling to the ground and letting in streams of sunlight that illuminate the rising dust. Cracks form in the thin barrier of rock between the inside of the cave and the outside.

 

  The tiger is looking at the mouth of the cave, its narrowed pupils wild and deadly; but it’s too small to fight, too undefended. When it makes to move towards the entrance, Liu Qingge uses all his strength to launch himself towards it, fisting his hands in its fur. 

 

  “You can’t!” he pants as the room rocks around him like a ship in a storm, nausea rising in him. “You can’t, it will kill you, don’t-”

 

  Another blow shakes the wall, and a huge chunk of rock falls, revealing a rolling red eye. The tiger moves to step towards it, and Liu Qingge redoubles his grip, reduced to begging.

 

  “Please,” he gasps out, and the long fur in his hand transmutes to cloth. 

 

  “I won’t die,” a deep voice says, and strong hands land on Liu Qingge’s, disentangling them from the fabric. Head spinning, mouth heavy with the taste of blood, Liu Qingge looks up from his knees to see Luo Binghe above him, both hands holding Liu Qingge’s.

 

  “What-” Liu Qingge says in pure confusion. Luo Binghe releases his hands, and within seconds, has darted through the opening to the cave, forcing back the monster.

 

  The battle takes an indeterminable amount of time; Liu Qingge can’t parse what’s happening, can only hear clashing noises and screams from the beast. His heart hurts from how quickly it’s beating in his chest, and he doesn’t know whether he’s imagined some strange sort of- of- 

 

  He struggles and struggles, but he can’t resist it. 

 

  Trying to count his heartbeats to stay awake, he loses consciousness.
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    Chapter Notes

      this chapter will have a little bit of a downer cliffhanger, so if you'd prefer not to be left on sad u might prefer to wait until tomorrow's update! enjoy~







  
  When Liu Qingge wakes up, it’s in Luo Binghe’s palace in the demon realm. It takes him a few moments to recognize where he is- but Shen Qingqiu is at his bedside, so he doesn’t stress about it.

 

  When his memories gradually return, though, he can’t help the way that his muscles involuntarily tense, hands jerking in the sheets.

 

  “Shidi!” Shen Qingqiu says gladly, looking up from the scroll he’s reading one-handed and putting it down at once. “You’re awake! How are you feeling?” His other hand gently swipes along Liu Qingge’s wrist, where- he now realizes- a steady slow stream of spiritual energy has been feeding into him.

 

  Liu Qingge makes a nondescript grunting noise, and attempts to sit up. Shen Qingqiu takes him by the arm and supports him upright, though Liu Qingge finds that he has to lean on his shoulder for a few moments before he can try to move further. Shen Qingqiu’s loose bangs brush against his cheek distractingly as he breathes carefully against the pain in his core muscles.

 

  “You were poisoned quite badly, but Binghe brought you back safely,” Shen Qingqiu murmurs, hand on Liu Qingge’s back warm.

 

  “It’s true, then,” Liu Qingge says, brow creasing. Bracing himself against the pain, he closes his eyes tightly and sits up and away from Shen Qingqiu, ignoring the way it makes his head spin. “It really was- him.”

 

  Shen Qingqiu clears his throat awkwardly, adjusting his hand’s position on Liu Qingge’s back; Liu Qingge waits, breath stopped, for his answer.

 

  “It was,” Shen Qingqiu says cautiously, and Liu Qingge feels his stomach churn with a tide of emotions. Eyes still clenched closed, he shoves Shen Qingqiu’s hand away from himself.

 

  “Why?” he bites out, clenching a hand in the sheets to support himself. “Did you enjoy laughing at me?”

 

  “What?” Shen Qingqiu says, voice bewildered. “Shidi, what are you talking about?”

 

  “I’m going,” Liu Qingge says, and tries to lever himself out of the bed. He can’t do it; his muscles quiver and shake, and the frustration makes his whole face go hot and tight, eyes beginning to itch at his own weakness. Shen Qingqiu reaches out a hand, and he slaps it away. “Get off me,” he snaps, voice catching in the middle, free hand coming up to cover his eyes. “Leave me alone.”

 

  “I can… step out, if shidi would prefer to be by himself?” Shen Qingqiu says, still having the nerve to sound confused. Liu Qingge leaves his face in his hand, and holds himself together until he feels the bed move and hears the door slide shut, leaving him alone. He slams his fist against the bed, hard enough to dent the mattress, as a shuddering sob escapes his throat.

 

  —

 

  Liu Qingge leaves within the hour, as soon as he’s well enough to be steady on his feet- and, by extension, Cheng Luan. He stops on rock outcroppings and shaded groves whenever he’s too exhausted to continue, and after some indeterminate amount of time, he finds himself back at Cang Qiong. 

 

  Mu Qingfang pronounces him well; whatever intervention they did for the poison back in the demonic realm, it worked. Liu Qingge recovers quickly, and he deliberately puts the matter out of his head, and continues with his life. He does not visit Shen Qingqiu; nor does he return his letters.

 

  One day, Shen Qingqiu comes to Bai Zhan peak in person. Liu Qingge walks out of his house past him, without looking at him, and takes off on Cheng Luan.

 

  Shen Qingqiu seems to get the message.

 

  His disciple, however, does not. 

 

  The tiger shows up in the woods while Liu Qingge is out hunting. Liu Qingge senses it when it comes within the range of his spiritual senses; he draws Cheng Luan and turns to face it directly, staring into the depth of the forest.

 

  Tail hanging low, the tiger skulks out of the woods, looking at Liu Qingge like it’s trying to gauge his mood. 

 

  “Get away from me,” Liu Qingge says, voice viciously low. 

 

  Ignoring his words, the tiger takes a hesitant step forward, silent; then, another. Liu Qingge raises Cheng Luan, pointing its tip at it. At Luo Binghe. The demon.

 

  “Don’t you dare appear before me like this,” Liu Qingge forces out through his tight lungs, dangerous spiritual energy gathering at the tip of Cheng Luan and spitting from it like sparks out of a fire.

 

  The tiger pauses, and withdraws a paw right before a tiny flare of spiritual energy can fall onto it; in a slow, shimmering flicker, its form blurs and dissolves into a tall, gray-clad figure. Too familiar; alone, facing each other across a blade like this, he makes Liu Qingge’s heart race, his throat work dryly as a cold sweat breaks out on his brow.

 

  “Why are you acting like this?” the terrible demon says, a gentle frown creasing his deceptively calm face. “Shizun is upset.”

 

  Cheng Luan doesn’t shake in Liu Qingge’s grip, though the anger makes his muscles quiver with tension. “I let you in my 
  
    home,”
  
   he spits out. “In my 
  
    bed.”
  

 

  “You were friendlier before,” Luo Binghe frowns, and Liu Qingge sees red. 

 

  They fight; Liu Qingge doesn’t win. It’s familiar, the fierce desperation, the feeling that there’s no other option- the lack of defense as Liu Qingge commits fully to attack. 

 

  Luo Binghe, insultingly, dodges and blocks at first, barely returning any attacks; only by forcing his hand through his own assault does Liu Qingge level the playing field. By the time that Luo Binghe disarms him, he can barely see through his own sweat, through the adrenaline screaming in his veins. 

 

  He doesn’t remember how it happens, but Luo Binghe defeats him, and leaves; all he remembers is that he comes back to himself leaning against a tree, both arms wrapped around his knees, face hot and stained with tears and body shaking with sobs. It feels like mourning someone who’s died; a friend that Liu Qingge thought he could trust, who no longer exists. Who never existed. All a lie. None of it real.

 

  Liu Qingge stays in the deep woods until morning.

 

  —

 

  After that, Shen Qingqiu’s letters continue; Liu Qingge doesn’t read them. Eventually, he receives yet another letter delivered by Ning Yingying from Qing Jing peak- but this one, from her ‘A-Luo,’ who is apparently demanding a reply. Liu Qingge’s throat sticks unpleasantly, painful like he’s swallowed something sharp, scraping against the soft tissue instead of making its way down.

 

  “Tell him,” Liu Qingge says, taking the letter in a single hand and burning it to ash in a flash of blue light, “that he has my answer.”

 

  —

 

  Months pass. Liu Qingge sees Shen Qingqiu at peak lord meetings; he doesn’t speak to him, nor acknowledge him. Luo Binghe doesn’t appear on any of the peaks; or if he does, Liu Qingge doesn’t see him. Until one day, he’s on Bai Zhan, staring at Liu Qingge from outside his door in the dead of night when Liu Qingge flings it open in a cold fury as he senses his energy.

 

  “Why are you avoiding shizun?” Luo Binghe demands, voice cold.

 

  “You have no business here,” Liu Qingge says viciously. “Leave.”

 

  “I won’t,” Luo Binghe says, deep frown marring his brow. “You won’t even respond to his letters. Have you burnt them, like you did mine?”

 

  “Leave,” Liu Qingge bites out again, stepping out of his house, Cheng Luan flying to his hand. 

 

  “You’re so unreasonable,” Luo Binghe scolds, taking a single step back to maintain the distance between them. “Is this all because of-”

 

  Liu Qingge snarls, slashing Cheng Luan through the air. Luo Binghe scowls furiously, darting back.

 

  “See?! You won’t even talk, this is why I had to approach you like that!” he snaps. “You 
  
    hate
  
   me, how am I supposed to-” his voice cuts off as he flips backwards, the spin of his long, flowing sleeve bringing it within the path of Cheng Luan, which lops it neatly off. He growls, and the demon mark on his forehead glows a sudden bright red, his eyes flashing in the darkness like they did when Liu Qingge fought him for those long years, every day wondering whether Luo Binghe was going to remove a limb this time, going to reduce him to the same state as Shen Qingqiu, make it cost him his life-

 

  “I’m not 
  
    afraid
  
   of you!” Liu Qingge roars, Cheng Luan sweeping in a neat circle that tears through Luo Binghe’s robes and into his thigh, sending a spray of blood thick enough that he can smell it through the night air. 

 

  Luo Binghe makes a small, choked-off noise, and leaps away, one hand pressing hard to the deep wound on his thigh. Liu Qingge can feel his heartbeat pounding in his eardrums, drowning out the sounds of the night insects; but he can still hear the small gasp of pain that Luo Binghe lets out. Too familiar. He hasn’t heard Luo Binghe make that sound since-

 

  Gasping himself, Liu Qingge falls into a flurry of blows, pursuing Luo Binghe to the edge of the field and beyond into the trees. Luo Binghe leaps swiftly from branch to branch, as light on his feet as an uninjured man; but he leaves hot splatters of blood on the ground below as he moves.

 

  When Luo Binghe finally draws his sword and flies away, Liu Qingge’s heart is pounding so furiously he thinks he might be sick; his chest aches with it, like something is trying to rip escape him from the inside out. He falls to one knee, panting, Cheng Luan’s shining blade laid across the dirt, dark along the edge with Luo Binghe’s blood.

 

  —

 

  After that, the letters from Shen Qingqiu dwindle; Liu Qingge finds more reason to be off the mountain, fighting beasts and rescuing townspeople from demons. His heart never fully settles, but the strain of it fades away into a dull ache the less and less he thinks about the master-disciple pair. It’s only when he wakes from dreams at night, the full-body comforting weight of the tiger fading to the cold, blood-letting eyes of the demon and his oncoming sword, that he has to clutch at his chest, cold sweat making him shiver under the heat of his blankets.

 

  It’s fine. He moves on.

 

  He doesn’t move on from the dreams he has of Shen Qingqiu; these, he’s had for years, so he supposes it’s to be expected. They don’t change much; his warm eyes, hidden behind a veneer of standoffishness; his smile; the gentle movement of his fan; the warmth of the thin skin of his wrist under Liu Qingge’s fingers. 

 

  He dies, sometimes, in the dreams; Liu Qingge watches it happen, knowing he’ll fight Luo Binghe for his body again. And again. That it will never bring him back. That it’s hopeless, and he’ll never overcome what he has to, but that he has to keep trying, even as the memory of Shen Qingqiu’s presence, his self, gets fainter; even as Liu Qingge begins to accept that he’ll never see him hold a sword again, that he won’t remember the way his hair falls.

 

  When he wakes, it always takes a moment to remember that Shen Qingqiu is alive. Those dreams had gotten rarer, over the years; but fighting Luo Binghe like that brought them back. Liu Qingge used to go see Shen Qingqiu sometimes, afterwards, just to remind himself- but he can’t now. He just breathes out slowly, and sometimes lets himself look at the unopened letters. 
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  Months pass in this fashion, until finally, it happens. 

 

  Zhangmen shixiong is off the peak; so was Liu Qingge, until he returns and sees the first signs of battle.

 

  “What’s happening?” he barks, flying down to the exhausted disciples helping each other towards the mountain.

 

  “Shishu!” they gasp, braced on each other. “They’re up on the mountain, there’s so many of them-”

 

  Without another word, Liu Qingge takes off. 

 

  The roar of battle grows louder as he approaches the main entrance to the sect. The force of demonic miasma seeping from below is sickeningly intense; for a moment, he imagines that no peak lord must be left on the peak, for the demonic forces to have come so far and caused so much harm. But then he spots a swirl of pale green below; the familiar light of Xiu Ya shines forth as the blade whips around the grounds, skewering foe after foe.

 

  Shen Qingqiu fights, fan in hand, back to back with Luo Binghe, whose demonic seal is glowing red on his forehead, teeth bared in a snarl. From farther afield, a scream of young voices- Shen Qingqiu’s head whips around, expression hardening. 

 

  “Go!” Liu Qingge barely makes out from Luo Binghe below; “I’ll hold them off!”

 

  Shen Qingqiu opens his mouth to argue, then twists out of the way of an incoming spear and lops it off below the blade, skewering the attacker. He’s not incorrect that it’s inadvisable to leave; even with Luo Binghe’s skills, the position of the foes around them is too advantageous for one person to hold.

 

  Before Shen Qingqiu can waste more time judging the situation, Cheng Luan delivers Liu Qingge neatly into the arteries of the attackers drawing close around them. 

 

  “Go!” he yells, parrying a blow meant for Shen Qingqiu. With no more words, Shen Qingqiu nods at him, and takes to the skies, dashing towards the disciples in danger.

 

  Now, it’s Liu Qingge who falls back to back with Luo Binghe, Cheng Luan and Zheng Yang moving together like water. The demonic army surges towards them in waves, attempting to break through their position and take the higher ground that the lower-ranked disciples cluster at, reinforcing the defensive wards of the sect. While before, they held their ground, with the War God of Bai Zhan peak, the foes fall like lines of grass under a sickle.

 

  There’s an uncanny kind of calmness in fighting like this. Liu Qingge is hyper aware of Luo Binghe’s presence, but in a battle so intense there’s no way to keep his guard up against him as well as the oncoming foes; and his movements are so familiar, it seems like he telegraphs all of them to Liu Qingge only. Liu Qingge can see when he’s going to slice, when stab; the slightest fluctuations in Luo Binghe’s energy show him when to move away and when back in. When Luo Binghe leads a cut with the slight delay at his elbow that always signals a feint, Liu Qingge skewers the opponent before he can recover his guard, leaving Luo Binghe to strike at the demon beyond Liu Qingge’s shoulder.

 

  Like hot oil mixed with hot oil, their movements blur together, smooth as anything. The opposing forces persevere, but eventually they fall into a total rout. Screaming demons retreat as Liu Qingge and Luo Binghe clear a path together, breaking through their formation and leading the counter charge.

 

  Liu Qingge loses Luo Binghe in the fighting after that; in the exhilaration and adrenaline of battle, he barely notices. 

 

  After a full day of combat, near evening the mountain is finally clear. Liu Qingge still grips Cheng Luan, overseeing the battlefield as disciples from Qian Cao begin to dig through the bodies scattered on the field for those still living; An Ding comes to carry away the dead. There are one or two familiar faces among the dead; no one Liu Qingge knew well enough to call by name, but enough that he’ll remember them. The man who always serves the vegetables in the mess hall lies there, not breathing. 

 

  It’s hours more before a reliving shift arrives; zhangmen shixiong has returned, and taken control of the situation. He’s assigning shifts for sentries, the runner that finds Liu Qingge reports; someone else will watch. He needs Liu Qingge by his side.

 

  Liu Qingge reports to Yue Qingyuan, and tells him what he knows, which is little. People told him what had happened after the battle, but still caught up in the rush of it, on alert for lingering threats, he hadn’t been able to concentrate on any of it. Shen Qingqiu and Luo Binghe are there, too- through them, he finally follows the sequence of events.

 

  A massive army; an untelegraphed strike on one of the major sects, planned for when both Yue Qingyuan and Liu Qingge were gone. Shen Qingqiu, the man explains, was also supposed to be off peak; he had just happened to return early, with his husband.

 

  “You defended us,” Yue Qingyuan says warmly, placing a hand fraternally on Shen Qingqiu’s shoulder. Liu Qingge’s eyes linger on that hand, the casualness of the gesture. “I don’t like to imagine what would have happened were you not here.”

 

  “Shidi came just in time,” Shen Qingqiu says, nodding at Liu Qingge. The gesture looks more cautious that Liu Qingge would like; a sudden vicious yearning rises in him, so powerful he feels almost sick. He needs to lie down.

 

  “Thank you,” Yue Qingyuan says to both of them, and sends them all out to rest, Luo Binghe trailing silently behind Shen Qingqiu. When Liu Qingge reaches his house on Bai Zhan peak he feels hollow and wounded, though no one was able to touch him in battle; he sits down, breath unsteady, and barely manages to get his feet on the bed before his eyes are closing of their own accord, hot around the rims, chest shaking.

 

  Rebuilding, the tally of the dead and wounded- that will wait for the morning.

 

  For now, he forces himself into sleep.

 

  —

 

  After the battle, Cang Qiong sect is slow to recover. The dead are mourned; counter strikes are sent against the demonic generals that led the charge and escaped in retreat. Their organization seems to have fallen apart, the plan predicated on winning their first victory handily and summoning others to their side from the safety of an occupied sect’s mountain; when Liu Qingge is sent to track down the leaders, he finds single men and women, at most accompanied by a frantic half-dozen guards.

 

  Busy with assignments from zhangmen shixiong, he doesn’t have much time to dwell on things that seemed important before, like the situation with Shen Qingqiu. He and Luo Binghe are both involved with similar assignments to Liu Qingge’s, much more active in the sect than they have been for the last while. They’re Shen Qingqiu’s assignments, of course; Luo Binghe’s official standing in the sect is still ambiguous, though after his defense of the mountain, Liu Qingge can’t imagine Yue Qingyuan would try to drive him off. When Shen Qingqiu is sent off, Luo Binghe usually simply accompanies him of his own volition; a bodyguard, no doubt. Liu Qingge can’t imagine much rattling Luo Binghe, besides Shen Qingqiu’s death- but the attack seems to have caused him to stick close.

 

  Liu Qingge encounters them here and there- in peak lord meetings, in zhangmen shixiong’s office, even here and there around Cang Qiong. Luo Binghe doesn’t try to approach him; Shen Qingqiu addresses him cautiously, and then slowly with greater familiarity, when his overtures aren’t rebuffed.

 

  Liu Qingge feels so relieved he could cry.

 

  He doesn’t, of course; he hasn’t cried in a long, long time, outside of the bizarre circumstances surrounding Shen Qingqiu’s tiger. Thinking of it makes his throat thick; he still refuses to look at Luo Binghe, who still leaves him alone. It’s a relief.

 

  Slowly, Liu Qingge resumes his visits to Shen Qingqiu’s house. 

 

  At first, Shen Qingqiu is still careful with him; after a while, he relaxes into their usual camaraderie, only slightly stilted. Luo Binghe is nowhere to be found when Liu Qingge comes, which is different from how it was before. Liu Qingge doesn’t question it.

 

  All good things, however, must come to an end; when Liu Qingge goes to let himself into the bamboo house at one point, he pauses, hand on the door. With a frown, he breathes out, and opens the door; he’s not one to cower away.

 

  From the floor of the main room, the tiger raises its head, obviously just waking up. Its eyes snap into awareness at the person entering the house, and then freeze in Liu Qingge’s stare.

 

  It’s not like Luo Binghe to not notice his approach. 

 

  It’s none of Liu Qingge’s business anyway; face still creased in a frown, he glances around the house. “He’s not here,” he confirms. A single ear of the tiger flicks in acknowledgement, and Liu Qingge closes the door, stepping out.

 

  That night, the tearing emptiness in his gut that he was wary of doesn’t come; his hands shake a little with it, but he’s otherwise fine. When he lies in bed, staring through the dark at the ceiling, he steadies his breathing, determined.

 

  —

 

  After that, he sometimes encounters Luo Binghe at Shen Qingqiu’s house. Luo Binghe stays out of his way, mostly; after a while, it begins to feel… not unremarkable, but. Less noticeable. 

 

  The next time that Shen Qingqiu isn’t there, Liu Qingge pins him with a lukewarm glare. 

 

  “When’s he coming back?” he asks briskly.

 

  “He’ll be back when he’s back,” Luo Binghe says, moving to dust the next vase on one of Shen Qingqiu’s shelves. Liu Qingge looks at him sourly for a while, then speaks.

 

  “You were less annoying the other way,” he says flatly.

 

  Luo Binghe’s dust cloth pauses; he throws an indecipherable look over his shoulder, and places the vase down. There’s a strange distortion of air, and then suddenly the tiger is there- orange and still very large, much closer to the breakable vases than suits Liu Qingge’s tastes. Something Liu Qingge didn’t realize was tight in his chest becomes slightly less painful; he snorts out a soft breath, turning on his heel to leave and closing the door on the cat behind him.

 

  —

 

  After that, it’s only a few days before the tiger appears in the woods by Liu Qingge. He glances at it sourly from where he sits leaning against a tree as wide around as he is tall; the crepuscular salamanderflies that he was hunting all dispersed with the sunlight, and he’s stuck waiting until evening. 

 

  “You again,” he says. “What is it? Does Shen Qingqiu need something?”

 

  The tiger ignores him and paces sedately into the clearing; a few body lengths from Liu Qingge it arches into a long stretch and then lays down, back facing him. Resting its head on its paws, it appears to go to sleep.

 

  Liu Qingge glares at its spine; there’s no way for it to scare away his prey while he’s just waiting, but he still feels irritated. And knowing, now, that it’s Luo Binghe, there’s still that undercurrent of…

 

  He sighs, and leans his head back against the bark of the tree, closing his eyes. It’s not safe to sleep, out here, but he can meditate.

 

  A few hours later, he opens his eyes at movement; the tiger- Luo Binghe, rather- is standing up, stretching yet again. Those long, sharp-looking claws extend in a luxurious flex as it levers that solid wall of muscle up.

 

  It glances over its shoulder, almost casually, at Liu Qingge; when he doesn’t do anything but frown, it pads towards him with affected casualness. There are overlapping sensations in Liu Qingge’s body; the knowledge that this is the demon who’s brought him to his knees bleeding so many times, and the sense memory of the tiger’s semi-violent affection. Liu Qingge doesn’t move as it approaches; just stays leaning against the tree, sitting. It comes within a few steps of him; then, to almost within arm’s reach. It stops, staring at him inquisitively; then slowly lowers its head and butts his hand where it rests dangling from his knee.

 

  “What are you doing?” Liu Qingge scoffs. The tiger’s ears twitch, but it doesn’t move. When Liu Qingge stays where he is, it lets out a rumbling noise and smears its cheek along his hand, thick whiskers dragging sleekly along the back of it. It turns its head to the other side, and repeats the process on his other hand; once, twice, then back to the other side. After a few more repetitions, Liu Qingge grabs at its ruff in annoyance.

 

  “What do you want?” he huffs, holding it in place. The way his fingers bury in its thick, warm fur is settling and familiar. Without particularly noticing, he releases the handful of fur and readjusts his grip to sink in deeper, as he’s used to. The beast starts purring low and very quiet, and Liu Qingge shakes it, roughly, once by the neck. It’s too large to be moved, but it lets him do it nonetheless. The purring gets slightly louder.

 

  “Stop that,” he says, narrowing his eyes. “Turn back and tell me what you’re playing at.”

 

  The tiger opens its eyes and stares at him; from this close, he’s struck again by how large it is, the intensity of having a predator so massive and close with its eyes locked on him. After a moment, the same foggy shifting obscures it, and Luo Binghe is left standing where it was, a handful of his robes still clutched in Liu Qingge’s hand. Liu Qingge has to lean his head back against the tree to glare at him, standing while Liu Qingge is still sitting.

 

  “I’m not playing,” Luo Binghe says quietly, as Liu Qingge releases his clothing with a huff.

 

  “You did this for months,” Liu Qingge barks out on a humorless laugh. “Why?”

 

  Luo Binghe looks down at him, expression flickering through dozens of tiny subtleties that Liu Qingge can’t process. Having him so close is… it reminds Liu Qingge of their battles, still. It’s unnerving. Makes his pulse pound harder, his breath come faster. But he can ignore it, can breathe through it to focus on the woods around them. The ebb and flow of life in the forest is loud in the silence as Luo Binghe looks down at him; the calling of birds, the humming of insects, the rustle of the wind in the leaves. Their gazes meet, still and challenging, for several long minutes.

 

  “You don’t like me,” Luo Binghe says, finally, as if confessing to something. “When I took that form… it was different.”

 

  “What does that have to do with anything?” Liu Qingge demands, brow furrowed in confusion. Luo Binghe looks down at him for a long minute, and then shakes his head. 

 

  “It doesn’t matter,” he says. “You might not…” he shakes his head again, frustrated. “Never mind.” He takes a step back, as if turning to leave; pauses. Liu Qingge walks as he walks away, then pauses again. Turns towards Liu Qingge, pacing a few steps back.

 

  “I didn’t mean any harm by it,” Luo Binghe says stiffly; and then he’s gone, qinggong carrying him away so quickly Liu Qingge’s eyes can barely follow it.

 

  In the remaining hours that Liu Qingge spends waiting for the salamanderflies to make their reappearance, he reviews the conversation in his mind over and over, but finds himself no closer to understanding what on earth occurred during it.
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  Regardless, things settle between him and Shen Qingqiu after that. Luo Binghe no longer avoids Liu Qingge’s eyes when he’s at the bamboo house, and Liu Qingge does his best to keep his hackles down.

 

  The tiger reappears in Liu Qingge’s life; after the first few sneak attacks, he begrudgingly allows it to playfight with him again. It’s strange, remembering that this is Luo Binghe he’s fighting with- the thought still makes his veins throb with adrenaline, but he manages to swallow it down, and he likes to think that he treats the tiger with the same casual indifference as he did before.

 

  He draws the line, though, at letting it flop across him, as it used to. 

 

  “Luo Binghe!” he snaps, as the tiger whuffs and attempts to lay across his lap on the dock. “What is wrong with you! Get off me!”

 

  The tiger shifts its weight and leans yet more heavily on him; if not for his braced arm, it would have pinned him fully against the wood. Gritting his teeth, Liu Qingge summons his strength and leverages the tiger’s sprawled hind leg to flip it over and off the edge of the dock.

 

  With a resounding splash the tiger disappears into the lake, a thrashing mess of bubbles floating up around the massive lotus petals. The gigantic orange wreck lurches halfway out of the lake, streaming with water, shoulders just above the surface and feet obviously dredging up the mud as it attempts to regain its balance and fully absent dignity, droplets of water falling onto it off the broad lotus leaves. 

 

  Liu Qingge, for the first time in a long time, laughs so hard that tears form on the edges of his eyes.

 

  —

 

  “Have tea, shidi,” Shen Qingqiu says, pouring him a cup and elegantly handing it to him. Liu Qingge accepts it, scoffing. 

 

  After the battle on Cang Qiong many disciples- including Yang Yixuan- asked to be admitted to the spiritual areas of the peak for secluded meditation. Almost all of them were immediately denied- their spiritual progress too undeveloped- but a rare few were admitted. Including, unsurprisingly, Liu Qingge’s only direct disciple. 

 

  It’s been over a year, now; approaching two. The other disciples have begun to exit the caves and grottos they were allowed into; but Yang Yixuan still hasn’t shown his face.

 

  “I’m sure he’s fine,” Shen Qingqiu says, smiling at Liu Qingge. Liu Qingge scowls back.

 

  “I know he is,” he agrees with a huffed breath. 

 

  “Of course,” Luo Binghe says, settling right next to Liu Qingge, stretching an arm across his shoulders. Liu Qingge jumps and immediately elbows him in the side, pushing his arm off as Luo Binghe lets out a winded 
  
    hoopf
  
   and grabs his side, leaning away in amusement. “Shishu is just eager to test his disciple on his return,” Luo Binghe says agreeably, and obligingly moves away to another seat when Liu Qingge glares daggers at him.

 

  “I have another lead for shidi,” Shen Qingqiu says, pushing a folded piece of thin paper across the table at him. “I heard that the lakeshore has had sightings of the giant carapace fish- they’re said to be quite deadly because of the venomous spines and fins, but the meat is supposedly excellent.”

 

  “Shall I cook shizun some?” Luo Binghe says, batting his eyes at Shen Qingqiu obnoxiously. Liu Qingge stands up before he gags, snatching the paper from the table.

 

  “Goodbye,” he nods at Shen Qingqiu, and lets himself out as his shixiong begins murmuring soft words to that terrible demon.

 

  —

 

  Liu Qingge spends a lot of time off the mountain, and he likes to think that his peak’s disciples are well enough trained to not make a fuss about it. They drill on their own; practice on their own; meditate and service their equipment on their own. He doesn’t know, then, why Luo Binghe looks so ridiculously forlorn every time Shen Qingqiu leaves. 

 

  “Why aren’t you at your palace, anyway?” he asks the tiger suspiciously as it lounges in his house. It’s late night; the whole peak is quiet, only the soft buzzing of insects gently seeping in through the windows. He would have expected Luo Binghe to leave hours ago, but he’s just spent the whole day sleeping. “Don’t you have things to do?” he scolds, flicking ink off the pen he’s using to annotate the proposed requisitions for An Ding at the tiger.

 

  The tiger twitches when the droplets hit it, sinking unnoticeably into its black stripes; only one lands in the orange, sinking in to be almost immediately lost in the thick undercoat. Lazily rolling to its feet, the tiger cracks its jaw wide open, exposing its tremendous fangs in a yawn. Flicking a glance at Liu Qingge, it pads over to him, knocking its forehead against his jaw with tooth-rattling force.

 

  “Stop that,” Liu Qingge complains, shoving its face away ineffectively. Its whole head is as large as his folded legs, and almost as immovable. “I’m trying to work.” He glares sourly out of the corner of his eyes at the lazy beast, which simply yawns again, right next to his face. He reaches out and grabs one of the giant hand-length teeth, making its lip wrinkle back in confusion.

 

  The work isn’t happening; he shakes the tiger’s head lightly by the single fang, then releases it to stand. “I’m going to bed,” he says, rising to his feet in a stretch. He moves around the house to clean up and get ready; by the time that he’s removing his outer robe and lying down in the bed, candles blown out, he assumes that Luo Binghe is seeing himself out of the partially cracked door. He hears it pushed all the way shut, and breathes out contentedly, closing his eyes. Seconds later, a heavy weight depresses the bed next to him.

 

  “What the-” Liu Qingge says, jerking half-upright before hitting a wall of dense fur. The wall descends on top of him, heavy and immovable; he turns his head to the side so that he can still breathe, fuming. “Luo Binghe! Get off of me!” he hisses out, squirming to test his leverage. He has almost none, and the wall of fur has started purring. Irritating. 

 

  Liu Qingge struggles halfheartedly for a few minutes, before subsiding into begrudging stillness. The weight above him is very warm, and the heaviness of it, spread all along his body, feels like it’s pressing all the worry out of him once he stops moving. The heavy vibrations of it are, annoyingly, vaguely physically pleasant. He resolves to think of it as little as possible and, before he can make good on that threat, falls asleep.

 

  The morning dawns bright and cool; Liu Qingge wakes up feeling well-rested but groggy. There’s still a weight on top of him, heavy and warm, pressing the tension out of his body; a much heavier blanket than usual. It’s a few minutes before he gathers his thoughts enough to open his eyes, and sees…

 

  Liu Qingge startles, and Luo Binghe’s eyes snap open above him. For a single moment his expression is dead-eyed and dangerous, coldly assessing- and then he meets Liu Qingge’s eyes, and seems to relax. Liu Qingge’s shoulders, which are so tense he could crack an egg between them, do not relax; he’s still as a plank beneath Luo Binghe, who glances out the window.

 

  “It’s already morning!” he murmurs, and just like that, he’s standing, weight and warmth gone from Liu Qingge. “I need to cook before he gets back,” he mutters under his breath, and in a few strides he’s gone from Liu Qingge’s house, sliding the door neatly closed behind himself.

 

  Liu Qingge is left to lie on the bed staring at the door, wondering if he experienced a mild hallucination.

 

  —

 

  Shen Qingqiu occasionally gives Liu Qingge information on which monsters are likely to appear at certain times of year, but it’s rare for him to come on the hunts. Luo Binghe, however, is stuck at his palace in the demon realm, doing whatever mysterious things he usually slacks off of, so Shen Qingqiu is both remarkably free and seemingly inclined to avoid the paperwork from Qiong Ding. He’s joined Liu Qingge here, in the tall grass waiting for one of the flare ostriches to walk away from its nest long enough to steal the down feathers it lines it with, for apparently no other reason than that. 

 

  “Shidi, you have dirt,” he says, withdrawing a handkerchief and rubbing it gently against Liu Qingge’s face. Liu Qingge is too aware of the tenuous peace of their surroundings to startle at the touch- they’ve spent hours luring the ostrich into a false sense of security- but he shoots Shen Qingqiu a disbelieving look. Even the mild charm that Shen Qingqiu is using to make sure his voice doesn’t reach the bird is barely enough; if the ostrich senses the slightest thing off, it will charge them and stomp their limbs into new configurations in a few vicious strikes. Shen Qingqiu’s insistence on them not killing it means there will be no other choice to flee, and all their feather-gathering stalking reconnaissance will have been wasted.

 

  “Such a cute face shouldn’t have anything marring it,” Shen Qingqiu teases, and Liu Qingge’s face floods red.

 

  What is this?! Shen Qingqiu is a terrible hunting partner!

 

  —

 

  The rock monster slings a boulder through Liu Qingge’s guard, glancing off the barrier he summons and deflecting enough that there’s no sickening crack as it slams into his ribs- just a loud thud and sudden, deep, bruising pain.

 

  “The gem on its head!” Luo Binghe calls, vaulting over its side. “I’ll get the one on its back!”

 

  Liu Qingge grits his teeth against the throbbing anguish in his side and moves his fingers in a seal, directing Cheng Luan up in a beam so fast it leaves a trail of light behind it. “Now!” Luo Binghe calls, and Cheng Luan pierces the gleaming red gemstone on the top of its body precisely as Zheng Yang strikes the one behind it. 

 

  With a massive roaring sound like a landslide the rock monster dissolves into gravel, disintegrating and collapsing into a pile right in front of Liu Qingge. Panting, he calls Cheng Luan back, returning it to the spiritual storage space and glancing around himself for something to lean against. 

 

  “Good work,” Luo Binghe says smugly, landing lightly next to Liu Qingge to clap him on the shoulder. “Shishu was so powerful,” he says, slipping an arm around Liu Qingge’s back; Liu Qingge is too busy gasping in pain at the sudden contact to push him away as usual.

 

  Luo Binghe’s smug face morphs into a look of concern; he withdraws his arm, gently turning Liu Qingge towards himself. “You’re hurt?” he says, intense gaze glancing up and down Liu Qingge’s frame as if he’s attempting to undress him with his eyes.

 

  “It’s nothing,” Liu Qingge manages to bite out; every word hurts. “It’ll heal.”

 

  “Mm,” Luo Binghe says noncommittally. Sliding a hand carefully down from Liu Qingge’s shoulder to his upper back- careful, this time, to not brush the ribs- he begins to transfer a warm stream of spiritual energy, rooting in his sleeve with his free hand.

 

  “I have a salve,” he says, pulling out a small jar and uncapping it one-handed. Liu Qingge doesn’t object to using medicine, so he attempts to grab for it; but as the adrenaline of battle is leaking away, suddenly moving his arm that far seems like an impossibility. His side is already objecting to the strain from breathing, never mind moving. Luo Binghe watches his fingers twitch, and then reaches for Liu Qingge’s clothing. 

 

  “I can do it myself,” Liu Qingge says tightly, moving as little as possible as Luo Binghe very gently peels back his outer robes and unties the fastening on his inner ones. 

 

  “Mhm,” Luo Binghe says mildly, helping Liu Qingge’s white inner robes off his shoulders. They rest caught around his elbows until Luo Binghe carefully pulls them from the ends of his arms, angling them so as not to put tension on his limbs. When Liu Qingge’s side is fully revealed, his eyebrows raise.

 

  “That’s going to bruise,” he says, fingers brushing very lightly across the already-raised surface of the contusion. It’s been barely a minute since Liu Qingge got hit, but his tan skin is already bruising a subtle off-red.

 

  “I noticed,” Liu Qingge hisses out, unable to keep himself from twitching in pain at the touch. Luo Binghe huffs a laugh, and spreads the salve on his fingers, reaching for Liu Qingge’s side.

 

  “I’ll be gentle,” he says cheerfully, and Liu Qingge grits his teeth as he begins to plaster it on.
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  “Oh, shidi!” Shen Qingqiu says, scrambling to his feet as Liu Qingge kicks the door open with a strange look of distress on his face. “Uh- now isn’t a good time!”

 

  “Why? What’s wrong?” Liu Qingge asks, giving him a weird look. 

 

  “Binghe is here,” Shen Qingqiu says as though it’s an explanation- but if that was enough to drive Liu Qingge away, he would have left years ago.

 

  “And?” he says, frowning.

 

  “He’s just- shidi shouldn’t see him right now,” Shen Qingqiu says evasively. All the warning bells in Liu Qingge’s head go off. 

 

  “Something’s wrong with him?” Liu Qingge guesses, pulse picking up. If the demon is a threat-

 

  “Oh, it’s you,” Luo Binghe’s voice comes through the doorway. He enters the room, looking remarkably normal: he’s dressed the same as usual, he carries no sword, and the demon mark on his brow isn’t flaring like it sometimes does. All of that means nothing, of course; he could kill Liu Qingge or Shen Qingqiu regardless. Liu Qingge looks him up and down, eyes narrowed.

 

  “I want to touch you,” Luo Binghe says, drifting towards Liu Qingge. Liu Qingge’s brow pinches in confusion; he takes a step away as Luo Binghe’s hand reaches for him.

 

  “Ah, but you don’t want me to,” Luo Binghe says, sighing forlornly and letting his hand drop. “You’ve barely stopped hating me; you only like shizun. But I want to anyway.”

 

  “What are you talking about?” Liu Qingge says, brow furrowed. He shoots a confused look at Shen Qingqiu. “What’s wrong with him?”

 

  “Binghe is-” Shen Qingqiu starts, but Luo Binghe interrupts smoothly, as if he can’t help but speak.

 

  “There 
  
    is
  
   something wrong with me,” the demon remarks. “I’ve been poisoned with truth serum; I keep saying things that I think out loud. I can’t stop thinking about how you and shizun look so pretty next to each other.”

 

  A single muscle on Liu Qingge’s face twitches; Shen Qingqiu snaps his fan open and begins fanning himself. 

 

  How awkward. 

 

  Resolving to ignore whatever is happening with Luo Binghe, Liu Qingge turns to Shen Qingqiu. “I brought the book that you left at the conference,” he says flatly. Shen Qingqiu’s face brightens as Liu Qingge brings it out of the pocket on his chest, handing it to him.

 

  “Ah, thank you shidi,” he says, “I hadn’t quite finished this one.”

 

  “So thoughtful,” Luo Binghe murmurs from behind them; the skin on the back of Liu Qingge’s neck prickles as Luo Binghe’s chin suddenly rests on his shoulder. He steps away before Luo Binghe’s hands can loop around his waist. “You don’t want to be near me,” Luo Binghe says resignedly. “You came here to see shizun. I already knew that, so I can’t be upset. Shishu isn’t scared of me anymore; that’s already something.”

 

  A muscle in Liu Qingge’s jaw twitches; he shoots Luo Binghe a scathing look. “Who’s afraid of you?!” he snaps.

 

  “You were,” Luo Binghe says, now drifting towards Shen Qingqiu, who lets Luo Binghe take his hand and start playing with it. “It makes sense; I hurt you for years and years.” Liu Qingge’s jaw clenches so hard he can hear his teeth grind, hand twitching as if to grab his sword. “I wish you liked me now; shizun hurt me for years and years, and I still like him.”

 

  Luo Binghe is looking down at Shen Qingqiu’s hand, so he doesn’t see the way that Shen Qingqiu’s face goes pale and shocked.

 

  “And you know why I did it, too,” Luo Binghe murmurs, fingers rubbing at the back of Shen Qingqiu’s hand and stretching his fingers apart. “Am I so hard to understand? I forgave shizun even not knowing. Why won’t you like me?”

 

  “Binghe,” Shen Qingqiu says, voice slightly choked, and Luo Binghe raises his head, a brilliant smile coming across his face. 

 

  “Husband,” he says, looking at Shen Qingqiu as if he’s his world. “Oh- you’re sad?”

 

  “Shidi,” Shen Qingqiu says, not looking at Liu Qingge, “could you leave? I need to speak to my husband.”

 

  Liu Qingge is more than happy to leave the strange atmosphere that’s risen between the two of them; he makes it out with his dignity barely intact. Flying back to Bai Zhan on Cheng Luan, he feels the cool wind racing past his face cool his cheeks. By the time he lands, he’s determined to put it out of his mind; take it as no more than drunken ramblings. Slamming the door behind him, he enters his house and immediately sees the bed that he once woke up in with Luo Binghe.

 

  Liu Qingge sits down heavily at the table, closing his eyes in a frown and bringing a hand up to cover his mouth.

 

  Luo Binghe…

 

  He can’t actually care whether Liu Qingge likes or dislikes him?

 

  —

 

  After that, Shen Qingqiu announces that he’s going off peak for a while- and obviously, taking his husband with him. Liu Qingge doesn’t see either of them for months, though a letter does make its way to him; Shen Qingqiu includes descriptions of all the picturesque places they’ve visited, and Luo Binghe has appended a short paragraph at the end, in which he offers his greetings and refers to their trip as their ‘second honeymoon.’ Liu Qingge wrinkles his nose, and carefully folds the letter back up, saving it.

 

  When he goes to place it in the drawer, his eyes catch on the letters he pushed to the very back of it some years ago- back when he wouldn’t read what Shen Qingqiu was sending him. Right now, he…

 

  He doesn’t 
  
    miss
  
   Shen Qingqiu. Or his annoying husband, of course. But, after years, his curiosity is stirred by those letters. What did Shen Qingqiu say to him? Would it have made any difference?

 

  After a few moments of staring, Liu Qingge pulls the letters out.

 

  He reads until late in the night; it’s not until towards the ends of the progression that Shen Qingqiu’s careful probings and gently worded entreaties coalesce into something more direct. Shortly after that, Liu Qingge sits up straight, leaning forward over the desk.

 

  
    Binghe’s powers,
  
   the letter says,
  
     have certain setbacks. In this case, he was unable to transform back into his human form the first time you met him; he can’t use as much power in his other form, so it lets him recover from dangerous injuries. Most of the times you encountered him, he was severely injured from battle. He assures me that he meant no harm in it.
  

 

  Liu Qingge stares down at the page with mixed emotions; he reads to the end of the letter, and then gets a small dish, placing it on the table and burning the paper over it with a flaring of his spiritual energy until there’s nothing but gray ash.

 

  He continues to read; eventually, he reaches the end of the pile, heart unsettled. Shen Qingqiu revealed a number of things in those letters; letters that gathered dust for many years. 

 

  Liu Qingge isn’t sure whether he should have read them.

 

  —

 

  “Shidi!” a familiar voice calls, and Liu Qingge’s head whips around on the training ground of Bai Zhan peak. Shen Qingqiu is descending elegantly out of the clouds, smiling slightly, the picture of a scholarly immortal master to awe all the disciples. The sparring students pause in their blows to catch a glimpse of him; Liu Qingge knocks one of them off their feet for her inattention.

 

  “You’re back,” he says gruffly, as Shen Qingqiu alights next to him, shooting him a conspiratory smile.

 

  “Yes,” Shen Qingqiu agrees, and leans forward to murmur in Liu Qingge’s ear, out of earshot of the disciples. “Come over for dinner.”

 

  “Fine,” Liu Qingge says, not looking towards him. “Well?” he projects his voice across the field. “What are you all looking at? Keep practicing!” The disciples jump into their drills, the quiet clacking of practice beginning again.

 

  “I’ll see you tonight,” Shen Qingqiu says, and shooting Liu Qingge one more heart-stoppingly beautiful smile, he takes off.

 

  —

 

  Liu Qingge changes his clothes twice before he leaves, and arrives just as the sun is setting. For some reason he feels vaguely unsure of himself when he lands- but ignoring the feeling, he shoves the door open as usual. His heart settles when Shen Qingqiu looks up from where he sits at the guqin, that understated smile creeping across his face; he’s tuning the instrument.

 

  “I thought I might play a bit while Binghe cooks us dinner,” Shen Qingqiu says.

 

  Liu Qingge doesn’t dislike music, but he rarely sits still to listen to it; he takes out Cheng Luan and polishes it while Shen Qingqiu plays. The sound is very nice; when he glances over at Shen Qingqiu, the man has his eyes half-closed, concentrated on his masterful rendition of whatever he’s performing. It really does sound very good, though Liu Qingge doesn’t have the background to fully appreciate it. 

 

  Before Shen Qingqiu has finished, Luo Binghe starts bringing out dishes. A startling variety soon crowd the table- steaming poached fish in red sauce, pork crackling with spices, greens swimming in rich gingery broth, roasted nuts and root vegetables-

 

  Liu Qingge stares askance at the table as Luo Binghe sets out bowls of rice for each of them, smiling softly at Shen Qingqiu. The scents wafting from the table are alluring enough that he can feel his mouth getting wet. Luo Binghe shoots him a look from beneath his eyelashes, a small, private smile curving his mouth, and beckons him to the table.

 

  Shen Qingqiu sustains the last few notes, then removes his fingers slowly from the guqin. He joins Luo Binghe at the table where he’s laying out the chopsticks, and Liu Qingge finally moves over, hesitantly sitting down where he’s sat so many times before.

 

  “Shishu, try this,” Luo Binghe says, and places a flavorful, tender-looking piece of meat in Liu Qingge’s bowl. Liu Qingge stares down at it while Shen Qingqiu pours him tea, and at the fragrant vegetables that Luo Binghe follows it with. Luo Binghe begins to place a different selection of foods into Shen Qingqiu’s bowl, and Liu Qingge awkwardly sips at his tea to cover his confusion. When neither Luo Binghe nor Shen Qingqiu comment on it, simply beginning to eat and exchange comments about the flavors of the dishes, he hesitantly picks up the piece of pork.

 

  The flavor is indescribable; savory and sweet, robustly seasoned, the outside crisp and the inside tender. Liu Qingge follows it with a wilted green, dripping with sauce and garnished with spring onions; the flavor of garlic and ginger makes his lashes flutter in unwilling pleasure.

 

  “Here, shishu,” Luo Binghe says immediately, ladling white bone broth soup into a bowl- some kind of round meat balls swim in it between the bright green pea shoots and ribbons of soft egg. Liu Qingge accepts the bowl gingerly; merely the smell of the broth is enough to make his eyebrows raise. When he takes the first sip he glances at Shen Qingqiu to distract himself from the brain-meltingly good flavor, only to see him staring directly at him, chopsticks paused halfway to his mouth. Liu Qingge barely refrains from burning his throat on the soup as he inadvertently inhales, choking slightly.

 

  “Is it too hot?” Luo Binghe asks, moving from his habitual seat across the table to sit next to Liu Qingge, hand rubbing slowly on his back. Liu Qingge coughs harder, shooting him an incredulous look that Luo Binghe completely ignores.

 

  “Are you alright, shidi?” Shen Qingqiu asks calmly. While Liu Qingge is still recovering Shen Qingqiu picks up a piece of steamed fish and adds it to Liu Qingge’s dish, provoking a fresh wave of coughs.

 

  “Drink some tea, shishu,” Luo Binghe says evenly, handing Liu Qingge his own cup, which is perfectly within reach of his hand. Liu Qingge shoots him a glare through watery eyes and downs the tea in a shot, slamming the cup down on the table. Hemmed in on both sides, he confronts them directly.

 

  “What are you two doing?” he demands, shooting Shen Qingqiu a suspicious glare. He shrugs his shoulder, which still supports Luo Binghe’s hand, and fails to dislodge it. “What is this?”

 

  Shen Qingqiu clears his throat, placing his chopsticks down; he gives Luo Binghe a meaningful look, and Luo Binghe’s hand begins to make small calming circles on Liu Qingge’s shoulder.

 

  “Eat first,” Luo Binghe says cajolingly, “we can talk after. Oh- or now,” he says, as Liu Qingge spins to glare at him furiously, knocking his hand away. 

 

  “Binghe wanted to talk to you,” Shen Qingqiu says, drawing Liu Qingge’s glare back at him. Liu Qingge’s jaw twitches; the delicious flavor of the foods lingers in his mouth, the smells of the dishes he hasn’t sampled extremely enticing. He ignores them as best he can, exhaling in a controlled breath. 

 

  “About what?” he says, voice tight. He’s never appreciated prevaricating, nor whatever… this is. Bribery? 

 

  “I thought…” Luo Binghe says, pausing uncharacteristically. Liu Qingge stares at him, suspicious and alert, and Luo Binghe slowly turns red. “Ahem. I thought that you deserved… a proper confession.”

 

  Liu Qingge looks at him blankly, not following.

 

  “Earlier, I was… not at my best,” Luo Binghe says, flush spreading further over his face. “Shishu is… um. Since it was out there anyway, I wanted to follow through… properly.”

 

  Luo Binghe is being less eloquent than usual, and is close to stammering; maybe that’s why his words make absolutely no sense. Liu Qingge stares into the demon’s eyes, trying to parse meaning from them; Luo Binghe’s lashes flutter, and, for the first time since the years that they fought, he glances 
  
    away
  
   from Liu Qingge, cheeks pink. 

 

  Liu Qingge has no idea what’s happening.

 

  “What are you talking about?” he demands, when nothing more is forthcoming. Luo Binghe, now quite red, reaches across the table past the plethora of dishes to take Shen Qingqiu’s hand; then, confusingly, places it on top of Liu Qingge’s.

 

  “Shidi,” Shen Qingqiu says appeasingly. Liu Qingge has no idea what he’s being appeased about. Luo Binghe, who leaned in to rearrange their hands, is now very close to Liu Qingge. 

 

  “How do you feel about me?” Luo Binghe asks, eyes flicking down to Liu Qingge’s mouth. “I like you.”

 

  It takes a few moments for his words to sink into Liu Qingge’s mind. Shen Qingqiu’s hand, warm and electric on Liu Qingge’s, squeezes briefly, pulling his thoughts in multiple directions; Liu Qingge licks at the spicy oil still tingling on his lips in his distraction. Luo Binghe’s eyes drop to the motion of his mouth, as if drawn by a magnet, and Liu Qingge is suddenly overcome with a furious flush, body hot and face burning, pulse racing. 

 

  Does Luo Binghe- he can’t possibly mean-

 

  Luo Binghe leans in half a centimeter closer, eyes still fixed on Liu Qingge’s mouth.

 

  “I have to go!” Liu Qingge gets out, standing up so abruptly that he almost unsettles the table. Within a few strides, he’s at the door and out, slamming it closed behind him and leaping onto Cheng Luan to take off into the darkness. The night air streaming by his face doing nothing to cool the raging heat in his cheeks.

 

  What the fuck was that?!
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  Two days later, Liu Qingge lets himself into the bamboo house with a kick. Shen Qingqiu and Luo Binghe, both seated at the same table, look up calmly; the food is much less elaborate than the last time.

 

  “Have a seat,” Shen Qingqiu says, taking another wine cup that Luo Binghe hands him and pouring a cup for Liu Qingge. “Binghe will get you a bowl.”

 

  —

 

  Liu Qingge does not, of course, talk about the absolutely mortifying…

 

  He doesn’t bring it up. 

 

  He continues spending time with Shen Qingqiu and Luo Binghe. They don’t mention anything- instead, they simply let things continue the way that they have. It’s good having them back; Liu Qingge wouldn’t say that he missed them, precisely, and yet. A certain absence is filled by their presence.

 

  After a while, things even out, and Liu Qingge begins to watch his back in the woods.

 

  “Don’t you dare,” he warns the silent forest. Expression growing stormier, he places a half-hearted hand on his belt where Cheng Luan’s scabbard rests, and breathes out tightly. “Luo Binghe, you had best not-”

 

  Completely heedless of his warning, the tiger silently leaps out of the branches overhead, large paws outstretched. Liu Qingge half-dodges, but the tiger’s long limbs snag his shoulder, tumbling him to the ground.

 

  “Get off me!” he snaps, pushing at the tiger, who growls and snarls, baring its teeth as it gently clamps onto his forearm, worrying it through the vambrace hard enough to make the metal dig into his skin. The yanking of its powerful neck jolts Liu Qingge’s arm in his shoulder socket, but it’s careful enough to not do any real damage. Irately, Liu Qingge grabs onto one of the exposed fangs with his free hand, making the tiger’s lip wrinkle back in distaste- one of the few things that will cause it to let go. 

 

  “Stop biting me!” he barks out, jerking it by the single fang. The tiger releases his arm with a disgruntled growl, and Liu Qingge grabs it two-handed by the ruff, attempting to wrestle it off of himself with absolutely no success. The tiger stretches its head forward and begins to aggressively wash his hair with its long, raspy tongue.

 

  After a while, their struggle grows more heated; Liu Qingge almost pushes the tiger off himself until it readjusts itself and fully spreads its massive across him, easily seven times his weight. Crushed into the ground, Liu Qingge huffs out a wheezed breath and seizes it by the furry ears.

 

  “You-!” he gasps out, yanking. The tiger, purring so low it almost can’t be heard, makes a yowling noise, and licks him once more before suddenly its weight disappears.

 

  Liu Qingge’s hands are cupping a more slender head; loose, curling black hair trails over his fingers and palms. The sudden lightness above him makes his chest heave in a sudden breath of air, but his instinctive attempt to sit up is thwarted by the firm body balancing on his center of gravity. His hands jerk away from what they’re touching as the person above him presses close, a warm voice chuckling right next to him. 

 

  “Why would you pull on my ears like that?” Luo Binghe says teasingly, breath sliding against Liu Qingge’s ear.

 

  Suddenly, the tension of wrestling the tiger has been replaced by a completely different tension. Liu Qingge goes stiff, and the warm weight above him shifts, firm muscle pressing against his chest through the layers of cloth that they wear, a heavy thigh falling between his own. Heat flares slowly up Liu Qingge’s neck and onto his face as Luo Binghe settles comfortably against him, like absolutely nothing about this situation is strange to him. His long, loose hair falls, ticklish, against Liu Qingge’s suddenly sensitive neck. Even more concerningly, at the same time, soft voices echo through the woods- quiet enough that without Liu Qingge’s excellent hearing they would be inaudible, but obviously headed down the broad path in their direction. Disciples of Bai Zhan, on their way to train in the forest.

 

  There is absolutely no way that they can find Liu Qingge like this.

 

  Forget assuming that he’d lost the fight- which he certainly hadn’t, since he’d never tried to ward off the tiger for real- if they see Liu Qingge like this, what could it look like other than…

 

  Luo Binghe leans back, his dark eyes curving in amusement as he sees Liu Qingge’s expression. “Oh?” he says, eyes flicking down to Liu Qingge’s hot cheeks. “What are you worrying about? You look embarrassed.”

 

  “Get off of me this instant,” Liu Qingge hisses, shoulders stiff in affront. Luo Binghe cheerfully ignores him, leaning in closer; his hair falls from above Liu Qingge, draping down on either side of his face like a particularly disorderly curtain. 

 

  “Could shishu be planning to make me?” Luo Binghe says, voice low in what Liu Qingge absolutely refuses to believe is a teasing register, breath brushing Liu Qingge’s face. Liu Qingge’s fingers, which have been hovering around Luo Binghe’s frame, refusing to touch him, twitch as he positions them in a convenient location to seize Luo Binghe and grapple the demon off of himself. The voices, closer now, are joined by the soft snapping of a branch under a foot- the disciples are about to turn the corner.

 

  “Are you going to push me away?” Luo Binghe asks very softly, dipping his head lower- so low that Liu Qingge can’t see his whole face anymore, can only feel the warmth radiating off his clear skin- so close that their mouths are almost-

 

  “-going to run laps first-” a young voice says brightly, and Luo Binghe’s eyes flash in a smile, before he’s suddenly gone, leaving Liu Qingge lying alone on his back on the ground, winded despite not having even fought. Before the disciples just out of eyesight can come around the bend in the path, he leaps to his feet and leaps into the trees with qinggong, just in time to avoid their attention.

 

  Heart racing, Liu Qingge stands on the highest branch of one of the forest trees for a long time, trying to calm his breathing. Luo Binghe is long gone; but the phantom touch of his body, his breath, tingles on Liu Qingge’s skin.

 

  —

 

  “What is he trying to do?” Liu Qingge finally breaks and asks Shen Qingqiu one evening.

 

  It’s been weeks; the incident on the path with the disciples was only the latest in a string of… events. Liu Qingge doesn’t know how to refer to them. Inciting incidents? Provocations? He and Luo Binghe haven’t come to blows over any of it, but it’s been by a small margin; he feels like he’s being driven crazy, suddenly being accosted by the tiger and Luo Binghe everywhere. He’s occasionally been too worked up by them to sleep at night, taking to the Bai Zhan practice field to vent his frustrations with hours of training. This past week- with Luo Binghe busy in the demon realm- has been the first week of peace he’s known since… the initial conversation.

 

  “What does shidi think?” Shen Qingqiu says in a lightly teasing tone, waving his fan gracefully in the air to waft air at him. Liu Qingge shoots him a furious betrayed look, angrily taking a bite of frankly subpar congee. How should he know?!

 

  “Mm,”  Shen Qingqiu hums in amusement, as if he’s heard what Liu Qingge is thinking. He slides over from his cushion, coming to sit closer, and holds back his sleeve as he pours more tea. “What do you think Binghe would like to do with someone he likes?”

 

  The phrasing makes Liu Qingge’s face go hot. Does he have to say it like that? Like that, it sounds like… like Luo Binghe meant… 

 

  “He doesn’t like me,” Liu Qingge counters, stabbing his chopsticks into a dumpling.

 

  “Shidi thinks that Binghe would lie?” Shen Qingqiu asks, raising an eyebrow. Liu Qingge shoots him an incredulous look, and Shen Qingqiu amends his question. “About that?” he appends.

 

  “Like you don’t know what that demon is capable of!” Liu Qingge huffs out. Shen Qingqiu’s face falls; Liu Qingge’s stomach does a strange twisting thing inside him, and he changes the direction of his questioning. “What would he like, anyway?” he demands, still angling for answers. “We don’t even spar.”

 

  Shen Qingqiu watches him for a long moment, and then a look of comprehension slowly spreads across his face. 

 

  “Shidi,” he says, “have you ever been kissed?”

 

  “What?” Liu Qingge says immediately, mouth parted in confusion at the non-sequitur. He can feel his face going hot again. “What’s that got to do with anything?!”

 

  “You asked about what Binghe intends with you,” Shen Qingqiu says, eyes watching Liu Qingge closely. Liu Qingge’s throat clicks, working in a swallow. “Surely shidi has noticed that he intends to court you?”

 

  Liu Qingge’s lips part, then close; his mouth works for a moment, before he manages to get a sound of aggravated denial. Of all the things- Luo Binghe has many terrible qualities, but a wandering eye isn’t one! “He’s married to 
  
    you,”
  
   he protests. If he was married to Shen Qingqiu, he would never even look at another man- how could Luo Binghe, obsessed with his shizun to an unreasonable degree, possibly consider it? It’s simply unreasonable.

 

  “Shidi,” Shen Qingqiu says, voice amused. “You hadn’t noticed? I hadn’t thought he was subtle.” Liu Qingge stares at the man, offended, until he smiles, and slides yet closer. Their shoulders are almost touching, now. “Shidi hasn’t considered what he would do if, say, Binghe were to kiss him?”

 

  The unfamiliar closeness that left Liu Qingge’s pulse racing and his skin tingling the last few times surfaces in his mind immediately; he shakes his head, trying to disperse his wild thoughts. “He wouldn’t!” he protests, righteous anger on Shen Qingqiu’s behalf rising. “He wouldn’t dare be…” He can’t quite make his lips form the word ‘unfaithful;’ it feels like it’s giving too much legitimacy to Luo Binghe’s supposed claim over Shen Qingqiu. “He wouldn’t dare,” he finishes.

 

  “I think he might dare,” Shen Qingqiu says; his hand, next to Liu Qingge’s, lightly lays itself on his forearm. “Are you worried about me and my husband’s relationship?” he asks with amusement. “I can promise you we’ve discussed it. We decided it’s fine, if it’s you.”

 

  “Wh… what?” Liu Qingge says, brow twisted in confusion. Shen Qingqiu’s face is very close to him; when did he lean in? Liu Qingge’s eyes dip to the straight line of his nose, the soft dip of his mouth; Shen Qingqiu’s smooth jawline leads elegantly into his cheekbones, the trailing ends of his bangs framing the perfect shape of his face. 

 

  “Does shidi know how to kiss?” Shen Qingqiu murmurs, so quietly that his breath doesn’t reach Liu Qingge’s face, though they’re less than a hand’s breadth apart. “Shixiong could help you practice, if you want. For when you kiss Binghe.”

 

  “What?” Liu Qingge croaks out, throat working in an instinctive swallow. When he kisses- what does Shen Qingqiu mean, practice? Shen Qingqiu’s face is even closer, now; he imagines he can feel the heat of his lips so close to Liu Qingge’s. There’s no way that he- that Shen Qingqiu is-

 

  “I can teach you, shidi,” Shen Qingqiu says, eyes dipping to Liu Qingge’s lips, long lashes fanning down over his dark brown eyes. He leans in the slightest bit further, until his lips brush Liu Qingge’s in the gentlest motion- like grass fanning against itself in the slight breeze of a summer day, like a spiderweb brushing a flower petal. Almost too light to register. Certainly not enough to be called a- a kiss. There’s no way that Shen Qingqiu intended to-

 

  Liu Qingge feels light headed; his lips part, breath hitching.

 

  “May I?” Shen Qingqiu murmurs, and Liu Qingge stares at him, wide-eyed and unspeaking, as his shixiong closes his eyes and presses his lips gently- so, so gently- against Liu Qingge’s.

 

  When Shen Qingqiu pulls back, Liu Qingge is still staring.

 

  “Shidi?” Shen Qingqiu says, voice quiet and intimate, and Liu Qingge’s senses come rushing back all at once.

 

  “I have to go,” he says, knocking his chopsticks to the floor as he stands up and almost hitting Shen Qingqiu’s chin with his shoulder. He almost leaves without his shoes, grabbing them at the last minute as he dashes out the door. 

 

  He doesn’t even make it back to Bai Zhan peak on Cheng Luan before he has to drop into a forested area to lean his back against a tree, hand pressed tight against his mouth. His heart is racing, his mind going so fast he can’t manage to think.

 

  He…

 

  What did he just do?
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  He has to take responsibility. He needs to apologize- to Shen Qingqiu and Luo Binghe both- for letting it… get that far. He should have moved away; he still can’t believe he let it happen, shame burning his ears.

 

  Liu Qingge’s stomach twists unpleasantly at his own hesitation as he stands outside Shen Qingqiu’s door; he only lingers for a brief moment before he pushes it open aggressively. Inside, Luo Binghe and Shen Qingqiu both look up at him, a look of satisfaction and interest crossing their faces respectively. 

 

  There’s no reason to dither; Liu Qingge grits his teeth, and stands ramrod straight.

 

  “I apologize,” he grits out, inclining his head. “I behaved inappropriately.”

 

  “Oh?” Luo Binghe says; when Liu Qingge glances at him, he’s smiling like a cat that’s caught the cream. “How were you inappropriate?”

 

  “I kissed 
  
    you,
  
   shidi,” Shen Qingqiu says, making Liu Qingge’s insides crawl with mortification. He’s sure that Luo Binghe is furious; he’s furious with himself. He doesn’t know how he could have let it happen. “How is it shidi’s fault?”

 

  “I apologize,” he forces out again. His face feels dry and itchy, like the heat in it is gathering in the corners of his eyes. “I-”

 

  Unexpectedly, his breath catches; he stops himself from speaking, not sure what might come out if he continues. Shen Qingqiu’s look morphs into one of concern; closing his fan, he comes over, reaching out to take Liu Qingge’s arm. Liu Qingge jerks away, stepping back.

 

  “Shidi,” Shen Qingqiu says, cautiously. Liu Qingge exhales as steadily as he can, though his breath stutters slightly on its way out. “Shidi- I think I overstepped. This shixiong didn’t mean to… upset you. Are you alright?”

 

  Luo Binghe is walking closer, also; Liu Qingge feels trapped, like he’s being pressed in on all sides. He can’t leave, though; he’s the one in the wrong. Shen Qingqiu is happy in his marriage to Luo Binghe, and they just went on a honeymoon, and Liu Qingge somehow let himself get so carried away that he- that he-

 

  How could he do this to his friend?

 

  A low voice murmurs near him, but he doesn’t pick up on the words in it, eyes tightly closed. A strong, heavy arm wraps around his shoulders; when he doesn’t think to push it away it’s followed by the person’s second arm, pulling him forward until his face is close to a neck and a mass of hair. Eyes prickling, he inclines his head slightly, until the darkness of the hair hides whatever his face is doing. He feels something ticklish run down the line of his nose. Breathing as steadily as he can, he stands there, trying not to let his chest hitch. One of the hands on his back is moving, slow and calming; it’s an unfamiliar sensation, but he doesn’t hate it. His sense of smell is slightly blocked, but the hair still smells faintly the way that Luo Binghe usually does, when he’s not being a tiger. At least he’s not dead this time, the way Liu Qingge thought when he found out about…

 

  He breathes out unsteadily, shaking his head slightly. 

 

  “Shidi,” Shen Qingqiu’s voice says, soft. Liu Qingge feels calmer for it, and selfish for feeling calm. He never had any intent on making his strong feelings toward Shen Qingqiu something so… disruptive. He hadn’t meant for them to put Shen Qingqiu in an awkward position; he’d worked so hard to not even think about… anything like that. Not even a possibility of it. 

 

  He had tried, but he wasn’t strong enough to do what it took. Neither of them seem mad, but he’s certainly mad at himself.

 

  “I think maybe we should have talked first,” Shen Qingqiu says soothingly. “I shouldn’t have just kissed shidi like that, without asking. Shixiong owes you an apology.”

 

  Liu Qingge exhales shakily into Luo Binghe’s hair; he straightens his spine to take a step back, one hand rubbing briefly over his face. He can’t believe he just… stood in Luo Binghe’s arms, like that. Luo Binghe is looking at him with an expression that he doesn’t care to examine; he blinks his eyes clear of the haze on them a few times, and schools his face into a neutral expression, frowning at Shen Qingqiu.

 

  “Why?” he says, blunt and direct. 

 

  “Um,” Shen Qingqiu says, meeting Liu Qingge’s eyes with a look in his own like… Liu Qingge can’t tell. “Shidi, I… we wanted to- get closer to you. I’m sorry, I was too forward.”

 

  “I don’t know what you want from me,” Liu Qingge says bluntly, crossing his arms and glaring at Shen Qingqiu. “Either of you,” he says, directing the glare at Luo Binghe as well.

 

  “You don’t?” Shen Qingqiu says, doubtfully. Liu Qingge scowls, wounded. Luo Binghe looks between the two of them consideringly.

 

  “Has shizun… told you that he intends to court you?” he asks Liu Qingge carefully.

 

  “Binghe!” Shen Qingqiu scolds, cheeks tinging pink; he swats at Luo Binghe’s arm gently.

 

  “Of course not,” Liu Qingge snaps, feeling his cheeks go hot as well. “Don’t be ridiculous.” Shen Qingqiu, for all Luo Binghe’s flaws, is obviously… devoted to him. He wouldn’t ever give that up; not for Liu Qingge, not for the sect’s approval, not for his own safety. Liu Qingge knows that. So why is Luo Binghe looking at him like he’s seeing something for the first time?

 

  “Are you aware that I intend to court you?” he asks, eyes intent. The words don’t make sense to Liu Qingge; his mouth opens, then closes.

 

  “No you don’t,” he says automatically. His mind is spinning. “You’re-” his gaze flicks to Shen Qingqiu, who’s watching him carefully, slowly spreading and folding his fan in his hand like he’s considering raising it to cover his face. 

 

  What is Luo Binghe talking about? Luo Binghe is with Shen Qingqiu; he’s fought Liu Qingge for years. He would never leave Shen Qingqiu for- 

 

  “You’re not making sense,” Liu Qingge says angrily. Shen Qingqiu and Luo Binghe exchange a glance, and Shen Qingqiu closes his folding fan with a snap.

 

  “Shidi,” he says decisively. “Listen to what Binghe says.”

 

  “We,” Luo Binghe says, gesturing between himself and Shen Qingqiu, “intend to court you. We want you to… be with us.”

 

  Suddenly, Liu Qingge is reminded of what Shen Qingqiu said to him right before that disastrous… he’s reminded of the nonsensical words Shen Qingqiu kept spouting before he… Liu Qingge swallows. Before Shen Qingqiu… before he kissed him. Words about practicing for Luo Binghe- practicing kissing for Luo Binghe. The brush of his lips, soft against Liu Qingge’s-

 

  “You want-” he repeats back blankly. Luo Binghe is watching his face closely; Shen Qingqiu is fidgeting with his closed fan. They want- 

 

  Both of them want?

 

  Shen Qingqiu glances at Luo Binghe meaningfully, and the demon steps forward, gently taking Liu Qingge’s elbow.

 

  “We want you,” Luo Binghe says softly, and Shen Qingqiu steps forward to take Liu Qingge’s other arm. Liu Qingge feels like he’s breaking out in hives; his whole body is suddenly hot, his scalp itchy and his heart rate too fast. He jerks his arm out of Luo Binghe’s hold, but can’t bring himself to remove his other one from Shen Qingqiu’s; casting a desperate look his way, he sees Shen Qingqiu looking at him with cool resolve. The light flush on his cheeks does nothing to lessen Liu Qingge’s heart rate; Shen Qingqiu’s gentle hand on him feels hot enough to burn. He doesn’t know how to- he doesn’t know what to say, what to do. Luo Binghe’s hand is sliding around his waist, now.

 

  “He wants to kiss you again,” Luo Binghe murmurs, free hand folding over Liu Qingge’s, fingers interlacing with his from on top, warm palm pressing against the back of Liu Qingge’s hand. His thumb slides into the space between Liu Qingge’s forefinger and his thumb, and Liu Qingge instinctively grabs it, holding him in place. Shen Qingqiu’s gaze dips to his mouth for the slightest moment, then back up to meet his eyes. Luo Binghe is leaning close enough that Liu Qingge feels his breath on his neck as he murmurs into his ear; Liu Qingge shivers with it, turning his head away from the sensation only to be faced with Shen Qingqiu head on. 

 

  “I-” Liu Qingge starts, trailing off helplessly. Shen Qingqiu looks at him for a long moment, then after a while, nods, as if he’s come to a decision.

 

  “Shidi should take time to think about it,” he says firmly. “Shixiong and Binghe will wait for his decision.”

 

  Decision? Liu Qingge is still terribly flustered and confused. He needs to tell Shen Qingqiu and Luo Binghe whether he’ll let Shen Qingqiu… kiss him? Or does… does Luo Binghe also want to- to…

 

  Luo Binghe lets out a slow sigh and moves slightly away, so that his heat no longer reflects onto Liu Qingge’s skin. Liu Qingge isn’t sure why that feels like a loss, right now; but he’s quickly reminded of the demon’s insolence when the hand on his side rubs a slow, overly intimate circle along the lines of his waist. Jerking, he slaps at the wayward hand with the arm that Shen Qingqiu is holding.

 

  “Get off of me,” he says half-heartedly, regaining some of his awareness of just how… close the three of them are in order to shoot Luo Binghe a lukewarm glare. He tries to tug his hand free, but Luo Binghe just takes it in his other one and shifts his grasp until he’s holding Liu Qingge’s hand palm to palm. The intimacy of it makes Liu Qingge’s neck heat.

 

  “Shidi,” Shen Qingqiu says easily, guiding Liu Qingge towards the table that he and Luo Binghe were sitting at when he came in, “why don’t you sit down and have some food. There’s extra, Binghe made it and it’s very good.” Luo Binghe trails after them, not letting go of Liu Qingge’s hand until he furiously shakes him off; Liu Qingge lets Shen Qingqiu settle him at the table, still not entirely sure about what just happened. A lukewarm cup of tea is poured for him, and Luo Binghe floats into the kitchen and back out with a bowl of fresh rice. 

 

  Liu Qingge’s racing pulse doesn’t quite settle during the meal, but eventually, the uncharged conversation and delicious food make things seem almost normal. By the time he finishes, Shen Qingqiu and Luo Binghe are looking at him with half-expectant eyes; feeling his face heat again, he gets to his feet and quickly excuses himself, mind still reeling in confusion.
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  Months pass, and Liu Qingge is shocked to find that he is, in fact, being… courted. Shocked and- perhaps even more distressingly- not upset.
Shen Qingqiu and Luo Binghe, in fact, are treating him similarly to how they were before that excruciatingly awkward conversation. They invite him over; cook for him; seek out his company; occasionally accompany him on hunts. Luo Binghe still haunts his footsteps in tiger form, attempting to ambush him and sleeping in patches of sunlight; sometimes he lies down directly behind Liu Qingge, though Liu Qingge hasn’t quite been able to bring himself to use the gigantic dangerous cat as a backrest, the way that Shen Qingqiu does. He’s a little handsy with Liu Qingge, still; far more than Shen Qingqiu is. Shen Qingqiu never touches Liu Qingge except for a gentle guiding hand on his arm, a playful tap of his fan on his shoulder to turn him around. Liu Qingge wonders, sometimes, what it would be like if Shen Qingqiu were to be as shameless as his husband.
“What are you reading?” Luo Binghe murmurs, leaning in over Liu Qingge’s shoulder from behind and tucking one long bang behind his ear for him with deliberate slowness. Liu Qingge breathes out slowly, not willing to give Luo Binghe the pleasure of his reaction. 
“Don’t you have dinner to cook?” he huffs, turning the page as if Luo Binghe breathing down his neck doesn’t make goosebumps break out on his skin.
“It’s barely afternoon,” Luo Binghe protests, shifting a little closer. His bare cheek brushes Liu Qingge’s ear, and Liu Qingge jerks away, clapping a hand to the side of his head and shooting him a furious glare. Luo Binghe smiles cheerfully and smoothes his hands across Liu Qingge’s shoulders in a complete lack of apology, thumbs digging pleasantly into the muscle. Liu Qingge’s scowl doesn’t lessen, but he doesn’t move away from the slow, almost painfully pleasurable massage. He’s never let on that Luo Binghe is good at this, but he imagines Shen Qingqiu must have told him so at least once, because he keeps acting like Liu Qingge will let him get away with it. 
Liu Qingge has been.
“What do you want for dinner?” Luo Binghe murmurs into his ear, broad hands rolling Liu Qingge’s shoulders back until his spine pops. It feels incredible. Liu Qingge stoically refuses to react or close his eyes, pretending to continue reading; but he can’t concentrate on the page with the way that Luo Binghe’s strong fingers manipulate his willing muscles. “I’ll cook for you and shizun, come over,” Luo Binghe murmurs, working his thumbs into the hard muscles by Liu Qingge’s spine. Liu Qingge’s mouth almost falls open as Luo Binghe squeezes the life out of a knot valiantly attempting to hold on; he mercilessly swallows down the noise that almost escaped.
“Whatever,” he says as briefly as possible, closing his mouth immediately after so as not to let anything leak out. Luo Binghe leans his weight into Liu Qingge’s back, and he almost drops the book with the way his hands go loose.
“You’ll come over, then?” Luo Binghe says smugly, sounding like he’s already confident of the answer. “I’ll let shizun know.”
—
In the end, it’s all much simpler than Liu Qingge would have expected.
“I still don’t know what he wants,” he grouses to Shen Qingqiu for the dozenth time, only to be met with a considering stare.
“I could show you,” Shen Qingqiu says, in an arresting repeat of their previous conversation. This time, when Liu Qingge stares at him, Shen Qingqiu very deliberately holds out his hand. 
After a long, long moment, Liu Qingge places his own in it.
Luo Binghe is always trying to play with Liu Qingge’s hands, but Liu Qingge hasn’t ever… held Shen Qingqiu’s hand like this. He used to wrap his palm around Shen Qingqiu’s wrist, back when he cleared his meridians; he knows that Shen Qingqiu has been cured of the supposedly incurable poison since then, though he’s never asked how. He’s certainly never been upset that the poison is gone, but sometimes he does recall that strange period of physical closeness- the way it felt to sit, quiet and still, skin on Shen Qingqiu’s skin. The intimacy of it.
Shen Qingqiu softly rearranges his grip until he’s lightly holding Liu Qingge’s fingers, thumb rubbing soft circles on the back of his knuckles. It’s so intimate Liu Qingge feels like he could combust on the spot.
“Shall I?” Shen Qingqiu asks quietly, brown eyes meeting Liu Qingge’s through his lowered lashes. He’s achingly beautiful, his long hair half up with only a few strands drifting loose by his face. Liu Qingge is seized, not for the first time, with the desire to brush the hair back out of his way.
Very, very slowly, he raises his hand and hesitantly tucks one of the bangs behind Shen Qingqiu’s ear. Shen Qingqiu’s lips curl in an understated smile, the effect of which cannot be overstated. Liu Qingge feels like his stomach has physically vaulted within his body, turning itself upside down and sideways; he squeezes his hand tighter on Shen Qingqiu’s without meaning to. Shen Qingqiu’s free hand comes up and rests lightly on his collarbone, palm flat and warm against him. He leans in, slowly, as if giving Liu Qingge time to move away.
Liu Qingge closes his eyes, and leans in to meet him.
—
“Shizun gets kisses,” Luo Binghe sighs mournfully into Shen Qingqiu’s embrace, pretending as if he hasn’t noticed Liu Qingge in the doorway. They’ve taken to leaving the door open recently, in anticipation of Liu Qingge’s visits; it makes it less simple to announce himself. “But this disciple gets none. Isn’t shishu too cruel? Does he not like me?”
“What’s there to like,” Liu Qingge scoffs at the dissembling, drawing Luo Binghe’s crocodile tear-filled gaze. He kicks the door closed behind himself and holds the lightly dripping sack in his grip out to Shen Qingqiu one-handed. “Saltwater rock oysters. They’re best fresh from the water.”
“Oh, thank you!” Shen Qingqiu says, taking the bag and handing it directly to Luo Binghe. He rises to his feet and leans in to lightly kiss Liu Qingge on the lips. Even as Shen Qingqiu’s eyes close, Luo Binghe continues watching them with shameless attention; Liu Qingge watches him the whole time to see if he’ll look away, but he doesn’t. Face hot, Liu Qingge glares at him while Shen Qingqiu draws away.
“I’ll leave shizun and shishu alone…” Luo Binghe says after a moment, acting dejected like the little asshole that he is as he gathers up the bag of oysters and disappears into the next room. Liu Qingge gestures after him rudely before turning his scowl to Shen Qingqiu.
“Don’t mind him,” Shen Qingqiu says, waving his fan in amusement. “He’s just used to getting what he wants.”
“You indulge him too much!” Liu Qingge snaps, and Shen Qingqiu smiles and steps forward to kiss him again. His soft lips smoothly charm Liu Qingge’s into parting; after a few long, slow kisses, his tongue dips into Liu Qingge’s mouth. Liu Qingge’s face heats as he angles his head to accept Shen Qingqiu’s kiss. It’s only a few minutes before they’re interrupted.
“The oysters are in water,” Luo Binghe says, still with his ridiculous fake dejected tone. While his voice says one thing, his body acts on another; with no regard for Liu Qingge’s personal space he’s sliding onto the couch next to him and Shen Qingqiu, hand trailing through Liu Qingge’s long ponytail. Liu Qingge considers turning to scold him, but Shen Qingqiu leans back in, dark eyelashes fluttering closed. Liu Qingge meets his kiss instead of bickering with Luo Binghe.
“So beautiful,” Luo Binghe murmurs, fingers playing with Liu Qingge’s hair and the nape of his neck. Feeling Luo Binghe touch him while Shen Qingqiu licks slowly into his mouth is…
Liu Qingge’s face feels hot.
“You really should make yourself comfortable,” Luo Binghe muses out loud, clever fingers tugging at Liu Qingge’s robes. “We’re not on the battlefield; you don’t need these pauldrons, or the vambraces. Let me help.”
“Luo Binghe!” Liu Qingge snaps, as the demon starts undoing his armor. He doesn’t make any move to stop him; he probably would have taken it off himself soon anyway. He can feel Shen Qingqiu smiling against his mouth as he kisses him again, and again. Liu Qingge squeezes his eyes closed, and kisses back.
Before he knows it, he’s leaning back against Luo Binghe’s hot chest, pinned against him by Shen Qingqiu’s gentle, irresistible presses of lips and tongue. Luo Binghe’s hands run slowly up and down his arms, guiding them to rest on Shen Qingqiu’s sides; Liu Qingge is fully surrounded, and furious to find that he doesn’t even mind it. When Luo Binghe’s arms slide around his waist his breath catches slightly, hyper-aware of the power and danger contained in the man behind him; in allowing him to put his hands right on Liu Qingge’s most vulnerable places, his organs unprotected by rib cage or armor. Like this, he could do anything he wants to Liu Qingge.
Liu Qingge is, unexpectedly, reacting.
Keeping his eyes squeezed tight, he tries to ignore the way that the area below his belt has gone warm and tingling; but the slick press of Shen Qingqiu’s mouth against him is unhelpfully distracting, working him up more and more. Luo Binghe’s strong, dangerous hands slide along the lines of his stomach, making his abs twitch; his face presses close to the side of his head, warm against his ear. Liu Qingge is feeling too heated, too… 
He breaks the kiss and looks up at Shen Qingqiu, unsure what to do about the way he’s feeling, breath coming slightly fast. Whatever Shen Qingqiu sees in his face must be telling, because Shen Qingqiu’s eyes go darker and he leans back in to take Liu Qingge’s lips once more.
One of Luo Binghe’s strong hands slides up Liu Qingge’s stomach, past his solar plexus, dragging along the cloth where it crosses between his pecs up until it reaches the gap in his collar and rests on bare skin. His fingers trace up the line of Liu Qingge’s neck, gently, sending goosebumps racing across Liu Qingge’s skin; there’s a light frisson of sensation at Luo Binghe’s touch, the easy way it feels its way across his throat. Liu Qingge breaks the kiss when Luo Binghe’s fingers reach his jaw, resting gently along the angle of it. Shen Qingqiu watches him, eyes dark, as Luo Binghe gently turns his head, using only the tips of his fingers. 
Uncharacteristically, Luo Binghe doesn’t say anything annoying while he gently angles Liu Qingge’s mouth towards himself; Liu Qingge’s lips tingle pleasantly with the phantom sensation of Shen Qingqiu’s still lingering against them. Luo Binghe’s face is very, very close to him; his breath is soft and warm against Liu Qingge’s lips. Shen Qingqiu is still watching both of them, and Liu Qingge finds that he can’t look away from Luo Binghe’s eyes, for once devoid of the teasing, mocking air that he’s come to expect.
“Let me?” Luo Binghe murmurs, arms still wrapped around Liu Qingge from behind, hand on his stomach and throat holding him in place.
He dips his head in, and Liu Qingge lets his eyes fall closed.
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  The boat rocks as two massive paws sling over the side of it. The orange and black fur- revealed as the tiger’s gigantic form heaves out of the glassy surface of the river- streams water onto the bottom of the boat in waves. Liu Qingge pins the tiger with a glare, which it cheerfully ignores, clambering sopping wet completely over the side of the boat and into the previously dry area that Liu Qingge is sitting in. It angles its head to one side, and Liu Qingge half-jumps to his feet.

 

  “Don’t-!” he begins, and is cut off as the tiger shakes its massive ruff of fur, completely spraying him and the floor of the boat in water. The covered partition that Shen Qingqiu sits in is the only area spared, the floating curtains that section it off shockingly effective in blocking the heavy sheets of water. The sound of pages turning doesn’t even stop as the water rains against the curtains, accompanied by an amused huff from Shen Qingqiu.

 

  “Luo Binghe!” Liu Qingge snarls, brushing the water off his chest and sleeves the best that he can. The tiger shakes all the way down to its tail, then insolently headbutts him for good measure, almost knocking him over the side of the boat.

 

  “You-!” Liu Qingge starts- and then Luo Binghe really does push him over the side, draping over it and following him in with a resounding splash.

 

  When Liu Qingge surfaces, snarling, from the water, Luo Binghe raises his head from it in perfect time with him, usual curls completely flattened by the weight of the water and sticking to his handsome face. Laughing in open delight, he swims to Liu Qingge and takes him in his arms, even as Liu Qingge thrashes, splashing him thoroughly in retaliation. 

 

  “Is Binghe planning to wash his shishu’s robes, now that he’s ruined them?” Shen Qingqiu’s voice calls, not in the least scolding, from the boat. 

 

  “Yes, right away, let me help shishu out of them,” Luo Binghe laughs, tugging at Liu Qingge’s water-logged robes until Liu Qingge slaps at his hands in indignation. “Here, come out of the water, I’ll help you dry off-”

 

  Liu Qingge shoves Luo Binghe away and swims to the side of the boat, pulling himself up over the edge. Shen Qingqiu parts the curtain to the covered area with his fan, peering out; his eyes travel up and down Liu Qingge’s drenched figure as Liu Qingge brings another wash of water aboard. Liu Qingge roughly extends an arm over the side without looking and pulls Luo Binghe up one-handed, still scowling, before turning his attention to attempting to wring out his dripping hair.

 

  “Ah, we’re soaked,” Luo Binghe says self-satisfiedly. “Why don’t I hang our robes up to dry…”

 

  Liu Qingge directs a look at Shen Qingqiu, who is completely failing to intervene with the reminder that using qi could instantly dry their robes, instead just watching intently. Liu Qingge rolls his eyes, and begins to shrug out of his water-logged outer robe.

 

  “Here, let me help,” Luo Binghe says, quickly moving in behind Liu Qingge to guide the robe off. It’s sticking to Liu Qingge’s under robe; unfortunately Luo Binghe’s intervention is, in fact, helpful. He doesn’t stop at the outer robe, though; Liu Qingge shoots him a look when his hands slide under the inner robe, but lets it happen. His clothes are, after all, wet. And it’s nothing he and Shen Qingqiu haven’t seen before.

 

  “And the pants,” Luo Binghe says cheerfully, quickly stripping so that his half top is bare before putting his hands back on Liu Qingge’s waist. With a huff, Liu Qingge strips himself of his pants-  and his undergarments, leaving himself completely nude with Luo Binghe standing quite close behind him. Shen Qingqiu’s fan begins slowly wafting back and forth in front of him.

 

  “Binghe’s pants look wet too,” Shen Qingqiu offers; Liu Qingge doesn’t look back as Luo Binghe moves hastily, the sound of wet fabric slapping against the deck as he throws his clothes to the side loud across the deserted mirror-like water of the wide river. He can feel slow rivulets of water dripping down his neck and shoulders from his partially loose hair, the ends of his sopping ponytail sending rivers down the dip of his lower back and between…

 

  Luo Binghe’s hands slide into place on his hips. 

 

  “Shall this disciple and shishu join shizun inside?” he asks, voice low and husky; one hand rubs a slow circle on Liu Qingge’s hip then travels up to comb through his ponytail, qi flaring to leave dry hair behind. “We won’t make a mess, now that we’ve changed.”

 

  Changed? Liu Qingge snorts. 

 

  Wordlessly, Shen Qingqiu steps to the side and holds the lightly drifting curtains open with his fan. “Shidi; Binghe,” he says, voice warm. “Come in.”

 

  —

 

  “Right here?” Luo Binghe murmurs, low and wickedly pleased with himself. Liu Qingge draws in a shaky breath, fingers twitching on the light daybed as the boat rocks with the gentle breeze; Luo Binghe’s fingers slide a fraction deeper inside him as Shen Qingqiu moans.

 

  “You’re so good with your hands,” Luo Binghe says teasingly, as Liu Qingge’s hand slides up and down Shen Qingqiu’s length. “What about with your mouth? You’re making shizun wait for it, isn’t that cruel?”

 

  “Shut up,” Liu Qingge breathes out, tightening around Luo Binghe’s fingers, face heating. He hasn’t used his mouth regularly for… well. He’s barely tried it at all, and he’s certainly not going to do it now, in this half-public setting, where just anyone could float by them and call out to them, or hear the small vocalizations that keep escaping his and Shen Qingqiu’s mouths echoing across the water. Absolutely not! It’s out of the question!

 

  Luo Binghe’s thumb slides to his clit, and Liu Qingge bites back a breathy moan, hips twitching. 

 

  “Don’t come yet,” Luo Binghe says teasingly- and hypocritically. He loves to work Liu Qingge up and make him come, then keep going while telling Liu Qingge how easy he was to get off. It’s like he wants nothing more than to mock Liu Qingge, show him how out of control his body gets around the two of them. 

 

  “Not yet,” Luo Binghe murmurs again. “I haven’t even fucked you.”

 

  “Binghe!” Shen Qingqiu scolds breathlessly, cock twitching in Liu Qingge’s hand. Liu Qingge twists his grip around the head, and Shen Qingqiu begins to come, small noises escaping his parted lips. 

 

  “Mm,” Luo Binghe hums, leaning over Liu Qingge to kiss Shen Qingqiu, whose parted lips barely respond, dark eyelashes fluttering with the strength of his orgasm as he pants against his husband’s mouth. Luo Binghe’s thumb rubs teasing circles against Liu Qingge’s clit, and he feels himself begin to approach the edge- until the contact suddenly disappears.

 

  “I love you, husband,” Luo Binghe murmurs, still kissing Shen Qingqiu as he climbs onto the bed and spreads Liu Qingge’s legs with his warm, powerful hands. Liu Qingge is leaking, wet and aching with it; when Luo Binghe takes his cock in hand and presses the head against his opening he breathes in tightly in shock, hips tilting up automatically to press into the stretch.

 

  “Yes,” Luo Binghe breathes out in satisfaction, cock sliding in part way almost easily, despite its size. “You’re so wet right now, fuck,” he groans, hitching his hips forward more and making Liu Qingge’s lips part on a shaky inhale. “That feel good? Is it what you wanted, getting fucked open by my fat cock out here where anyone could hear you?”

 

  “Shut up,” Liu Qingge says breathlessly, squeezing his eyes closed and wrapping his legs around Luo Binghe’s hips to encourage him forward. When the head slides all the way in he moans unexpectedly, ears helplessly burning with it. Luo Binghe pulls out and pushes in, slow and deliberate, over and over until the pace makes Liu Qingge tremble; Shen Qingqiu, recovering, sits up and presses kisses lightly along Luo Binghe’s shoulder and neck, making him pant out small desperate sounds.

 

  “Ah, ah,” Luo Binghe gasps as one of Shen Qingqiu’s hands slides over his chest, palming one of his thick pecs and squeezing with casual possessiveness. Shen Qingqiu’s fingers close easily around the nipple, making Luo Binghe’s hips twitch forward deeper into Liu Qingge; the stretch of his cock is so good that Liu Qingge accidentally lets out a shocked noise, legs spreading further. Luo Binghe slips past something inside him, and suddenly there’s nothing stopping him from pushing in deeper, until the thick head of his cock presses up against something all the way inside Liu Qingge that has his abs jumping and his thighs squeezing tight. Luo Binghe grinds slowly against that spot, deep and indulgent, as filthy noises drip from his lips in response to Shen Qingqiu’s fingers.

 

  “Yes, yes, husband,” he pants, readjusting himself until he can slide in and out of Liu Qingge easily. Braced above Liu Qingge, his weight forces him in place, holding him still so that there’s nothing for him to do but lie there and take it, hips unable to even rock up to meet the steady, forceful thrusts of his hips. “Nnh, fuck,” Luo Binghe moans pornographically, hiking one of Liu Qingge’s legs higher and holding Shen Qingqiu’s hand against his chest with his other arm. “Ah, it’s so good- you’re so good, nnh-”

 

  Liu Qingge feels like the core of his body is being slowly turned into a liquid, hot and malleable and dripping; the pleasure of Luo Binghe above him, inside him, is enough to have him panting embarrassingly. He can barely focus on how loud he’s being through how good it feels; Luo Binghe squeezes at his thigh encouragingly whenever he makes a noise, making him flush even harder and not helping to restrain his voice at all.

 

  “Ah-!” Liu Qingge gasps, as Luo Binghe begins to grind in with the slow, deliberate rock of his hips that presses his pelvis against Liu Qingge’s clit- the pattern he uses when he wants to make Liu Qingge come. There’s no way to get away from the intensity of the pleasure, like this; pinned by Luo Binghe’s weight and filled by his thick cock, Liu Qingge can only spread his legs further and clutch at Shen Qingqiu’s hand when it takes his. He vaguely feels a soft press of lips against his hand, and in that moment, he begins to come.

 

  “Qingge,” Luo Binghe breathes, fucking in at the exact angle that drives Liu Qingge over the edge every time; Liu Qingge’s orgasm intensifies and draws out, as he pants out something that might be Shen Qingqiu’s name. Luo Binghe jerks his hips forward once, twice, and Liu Qingge feels his cock twitching inside him, long and hard. 

 

  Luo Binghe hovers above him, gasping for breath, for a while. After a few moments pass, he slowly pulls out, leaving Liu Qingge empty and aching for the pressure. Liu Qingge doesn’t undo his legs from where they’re crossed behind Luo Binghe’s back; instead, he arches up into the slow drag of Luo Binghe’s hands on his stomach, sighing in relaxed exhaustion.

 

  When he opens his eyes, Luo Binghe is looking down at him with a soft expression that also seems tinged with a hint of- sadness? Liu Qingge’s heart does something strange that he can’t quite parse, a tiny thread of answering emotion in him. He clears his throat, trying to school his face into something less embarrassingly pleasured. Shen Qingqiu moves in to plant a light, sweet kiss against Luo Binghe’s lips, looking happy. Luo Binghe’s expression melts.

 

  Liu Qingge, suddenly, for no discernable reason, wants to make Luo Binghe’s face do that again.

 

  Before he’s really thought it through, he’s sitting up to kiss Luo Binghe himself. Luo Binghe’s lips are soft and giving; he makes a low surprised noise, and tilts his head obligingly into the kiss. When Liu Qingge opens his eyes, leaning back onto the bed, Luo Binghe is watching him intently, lips parted and eyes half-lidded.

 

  “Qingge,” he says, making Liu Qingge flush slightly. He hopes that the general post-coital flush on him hides his reaction; being called his name so openly really shouldn’t make him so… well. “You’ve never kissed me before,” Luo Binghe says, like a liar. Liu Qingge glances at Shen Qingqiu indignation- who’s watching raptly- then back at Luo Binghe.

 

  “We’ve kissed,” Liu Qingge retorts, trying to scowl. He feels too relaxed to really manage it, unfortunately. “Dozens of times.”

 

  “You’ve never kissed 
  
    me,”
  
   Luo Binghe says, confusingly. Was he keeping track?

 

  “That’s ridiculous,” Liu Qingge scoffs. Luo Binghe is still watching him very closely; he can feel Shen Qingqiu’s eyes on him too. The two of them are making him blush. “Well? Now I have. Stop making that face.”

 

  “What face?” Luo Binghe says, smile slowly creeping onto his lips. He’s no longer looking sad, so Liu Qingge just huffs and ignores him. 

 

  “Qingge,” Luo Binghe says wheedlingly. So irritating. Shen Qingqiu should stop looking so besotted by it. “Qingge, did you want to kiss me? Do you like kissing me?”

 

  “Why would I do something I don’t like?” Liu Qingge snaps. Luo Binghe bats his eyelashes at him.

 

  “You do me,” he says. Obscene!

 

  “You’re not a thing!” Liu Qingge retorts.

 

  “But shishu doesn’t like me?” Luo Binghe says, half teasing and half… 

 

  Liu Qingge stares up at him, body sore and aching with pleasure, lips warm and tingling from their kiss. His legs are still wrapped around Luo Binghe, his body open to him.

 

  This demon… can’t possibly still think that Liu Qingge doesn’t like him.

 

  “I don’t like you,” he confirms testingly, and Luo Binghe’s face very subtly falls. “Wait,” he says, sitting up; Shen Qingqiu is already moving to pet his husband’s fluffy head, hand smoothing his hair to comfort him. Luo Binghe’s expression is closed off; Liu Qingge’s words make him slowly turn his eyes back towards him.

 

  “I,” Liu Qingge says, staring dumbly. His throat works in a swallow. “You…”

 

  “It’s okay,” Luo Binghe says, eyes glancing away. He doesn’t say anything else.

 

  “Binghe,” Shen Qingqiu murmurs, and Luo Binghe turns away into Shen Qingqiu’s embrace. Before he can get very far, though, Liu Qingge locks his legs tighter around him, holding him in place.

 

  “Wait, I said!” he barks- then he can’t get the rest out. Luo Binghe looks down at him questioningly, strong waist trapped between Liu Qingge’s thighs. He’s not actually trapped; it would be very easy for him to free himself. He’s very strong; one of the strongest men Liu Qingge knows. 

 

  “I didn’t like-” Liu Qingge starts, as awkward as he’s ever been. He forces the rest of his words through on a tight exhale. “I didn’t like… when you weren’t around.”

 

  Luo Binghe’s expression grows slightly brighter. “When was that?” he asks.

 

  “When you… you know,” he says, brows furrowing. 

 

  “When you refused to talk to me and cut me up when I tried to make things right?” Luo Binghe offers, words only slightly unkind. Liu Qingge offers a glare in response.

 

  “When I thought I’d lost you,” he says, bluntly.

 

  Luo Binghe’s face suddenly goes through a variety of expressions; it settles on something disarmingly soft.

 

  “Shishu really liked me when I was a tiger, huh?” he says, leaning into Shen Qingqiu’s arm around his shoulders as a wry smile twists his mouth. “What a disappointment, for it to have been me all along.”

 

  “No,” Liu Qingge says. Luo Binghe blinks, slowly, and nuzzles his cheek against Shen Qingqiu’s neck.

 

  “Not a disappointment,” Liu Qingge says; and when Shen Qingqiu pulls lightly at his arm, he lets himself be guided upright, sitting with his legs still wrapped around Luo Binghe’s waist. All three of their heads are very close together; the two men’s gazes on him feel very warm.

 

  
    I’m glad it was you,
  
   Liu Qingge thinks; but there’s obviously no way he can say something so ridiculously trite. Instead, he just leans forward and puts what he can into his kiss.

 

  Luo Binghe absolutely melts against him, and Shen Qingqiu exhales happily into his hair.

 

  It seems to get the message across.






  
    Chapter End Notes

    thank you all for reading!!! <333333


  






  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          come say hi! twitter, tumblr

and please enjoy delightful tiger art!!! here and here

also lqg embracing tiger lbh <33333

and lqg getting the kissie he deserves

more cute fanart here!

Russian translation also available! :)
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