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Probation

The number stared back at me like a middle finger.

Forty-seven percent.

I'd seen bad grades before. I'd gotten cozy with the low end of the curve since freshman year, flirting with C-minuses the way some guys flirted with bartenders — recklessly, knowing it would end badly, doing it anyway. But forty-seven wasn't a bad grade. Forty-seven was a fucking catastrophe. Forty-seven was the academic equivalent of showing up to a gunfight with a pool noodle.

I sat on the wooden bench outside Professor Chen's office, staring at the score on my phone screen until the numbers blurred. The hallway smelled like industrial cleaner and broken dreams. Two floors up, someone was laughing about something, and I wanted to throw my phone at the sound.

BIO 301: Molecular and Cellular Biology. The weed-out course. The one every pre-med student whispered about like it was a war zone, which it was, except the casualties didn't get purple hearts. They got academic probation letters and disappointed parents.

My phone buzzed. Mom.

I silenced it without looking and shoved it in my jacket pocket, where it vibrated against my hip like a guilty conscience.

The door opened. Professor Chen — small, silver-streaked hair pulled into a ruthless bun, reading glasses on a chain around her neck — looked at me the way an ER doctor might look at a patient who'd done something spectacularly stupid to themselves.

"Mr. Park. Come in."

I stood up. My knees felt weird. I followed her into the office, which was aggressively organized — color-coded file folders, a single cactus on the windowsill, framed degrees that probably cost more than my parents' house. She sat behind her desk. I sat across from her in a chair that was deliberately uncomfortable, because academia believed suffering built character.

"I'll be direct," she said, folding her hands on a manila folder with my name on the tab. My name, in someone else's handwriting, on a folder that almost certainly contained nothing good. "Your midterm score was forty-seven percent. Your current course average is a fifty-nine. You need a C to satisfy the pre-med requirement, which means you need a seventy or above on every remaining assessment, including the final, to pass this class."

She let that land. It landed like a cinder block on my chest.

"If you fail BIO 301," she continued, "you'll need to retake it, which pushes back your entire pre-med timeline. Your scholarship requires you to maintain a three-point-oh GPA within your declared major. Right now, you're at a two-point-seven."

I knew all of this. I'd done the math at three in the morning while lying on my bedroom floor, staring at the ceiling and eating dry cereal out of the box because I'd forgotten to buy milk again. I'd done the math so many times the numbers were tattooed on the inside of my eyelids.

"I understand," I said, because I didn't know what else to say.

Professor Chen studied me for a moment. Not unkindly. She had the look of someone who'd watched a lot of students drown and had long since stopped jumping in after them, not because she didn't care, but because she'd learned that some people had to learn to swim on their own.

"The department offers intensive tutoring for students in academic difficulty," she said. "I'm assigning you to one of our graduate teaching assistants. Cassian Ward. He runs the supplemental sessions for BIO 301 and has the highest student success rate of any TA in the department."

She said his name like it was supposed to mean something to me. It didn't. Not yet.

"Mandatory?" I asked.

"Mandatory. Twice a week, minimum. If you fail the next exam, Mr. Park, I'll have no choice but to refer you for academic review. That means a formal hearing. Possible suspension from the pre-med track. I don't want that for you."

She paused.

"You're not stupid, Ethan."

My first name. Not "Mr. Park." She said it like she'd considered several other things to say and settled on that one because it was the truest.

"Thank you," I said, which was the wrong response to a sentence that amounted to you're not stupid, you're just failing.

She handed me a slip of paper with a tutoring center room number and a time. Tuesday and Thursday, 4:00 PM. Cassian Ward.

I took it. My hand was steady, which felt like a lie my body was telling on my behalf.

"This is your runway, Mr. Park," she said as I stood. "It's not very long. Use it wisely."

I nodded, thanked her again, and walked out of her office with the posture of someone who was definitely fine, absolutely handling it, not at all standing on the edge of a cliff watching pebbles fall.

•  •  •
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Outside, the campus was doing that obnoxious late-October thing where the trees turned orange and gold and everyone walked around in cable-knit sweaters looking like a J.Crew ad. I wanted to set all of it on fire.

I made it halfway across the quad before my phone buzzed again. Mom. I stopped walking, closed my eyes, and answered.

"엄마." Mom.

"Ethan-ah! How was your test? I've been praying for you."

Her voice was warm and slightly breathless — she was probably folding clothes at the shop, phone wedged between her ear and shoulder, surrounded by plastic-wrapped shirts and the hiss of the steam press. The sound of it — familiar, mundane, home — hit me somewhere I wasn't prepared for.

"It went fine," I said. The lie tasted like copper. "Still waiting on the official grade."

"You work so hard, 아들아. Your father and I are so proud of you."

I pressed my thumb and forefinger against the bridge of my nose. The campus blurred. A girl walked by eating a bagel, laughing into her own phone, and I hated her for how easy she made it look.

"Thanks, Mom."

"Are you eating? You sound tired."

"I'm eating." Another lie. I'd had coffee and half a granola bar since yesterday afternoon. "I have to go. I've got a study group."

"Okay, okay. Work hard. We love you."

"Love you too."

I hung up and stood in the middle of the sidewalk for a full ten seconds, letting people stream around me, staring at nothing. Then I put my phone away and walked to my apartment, because the alternative was lying down on the grass and not getting up, and I didn't have time for a breakdown. Breakdowns were a luxury for people whose mothers weren't pressing shirts twelve hours a day so their son could become a doctor.

•  •  •
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"You look like shit," Jordan said when I walked through the door.

Jordan Yang, my roommate, best friend, and the only human being on this campus who could insult me and make it sound like affection. He was sprawled on our couch — a secondhand monstrosity we'd hauled up three flights of stairs with a dolly and sheer spite — with a constitutional law textbook balanced on his chest and a bag of Hot Cheetos in his lap.

"Thank you," I said. "Very helpful."

"I'm serious. You've got that look. The one where your face is doing 'I'm fine' but your eyes are doing 'I'm going to commit a felony.'"

I dropped my bag by the door and went to the kitchen, which was four feet away because our apartment was the size of a parking space. I opened the fridge. Condiments, a brown banana, and a Brita pitcher with maybe two sips left.

"Chen put me on academic probation."

Jordan sat up. The Cheetos went everywhere. He didn't notice.

"What?"

"Midterm. Forty-seven." I closed the fridge because looking at the emptiness of it was making the metaphor too on-the-nose. "If I bomb the next exam, I'm done. Pre-med, scholarship, all of it."

Jordan stared at me. He had the kind of face that was terrible at hiding emotions — every thought played across it in real time, like a movie screen. Right now it was cycling through shock, anger, and a protective fury that made me feel worse, because I didn't deserve it.

"That's bullshit," he said. "You study more than anyone I know."

"Apparently I study wrong." I leaned against the counter and crossed my arms. "She's assigning me a tutor. Some grad TA. Twice a week."

"Does it cost anything?"

"No. Departmental program."

"Small mercy." Jordan wiped his Cheeto fingers on his jeans, which was disgusting but on-brand. "Who's the tutor?"

"Cassian Ward."

Jordan's eyebrows went up. "Oh, shit."

"You know him?"

"I know of him. Pre-law kids talk to pre-med kids sometimes, especially when those pre-med kids are crying in the library at midnight. Ward's the one they all talk about. Apparently he's some kind of biochem savant. Published in, like, actual journals. Students either worship him or want to murder him."

"Great. Exactly what I need. A genius with a god complex."

"Hey." Jordan pointed a Cheeto-dusted finger at me. "You're going, right? You're actually going to do the tutoring thing?"

"I don't have a choice."

"That's not what I asked."

I looked at him. Jordan had known me since freshman orientation, when we'd both shown up to the wrong dorm and spent forty-five minutes wandering a building that turned out to be an administrative annex. He'd seen me through bad hookups, worse study habits, and one truly catastrophic attempt at cooking a Thanksgiving turkey in our apartment. He knew when I was deflecting.

"Yeah," I said. "I'm going."

"Good." He settled back on the couch. "Because if you flunk out, I'm not finding a new roommate. The last guy who answered my ad collected toenail clippings."

"Comforting."

I went to my room — a closet with a bed in it — and sat on the mattress with my laptop. I typed "Cassian Ward biochemistry" into the search bar before I could talk myself out of it.

The department page came up first. His faculty photo was a headshot against a gray background: sharp jaw, dark hair cropped short on the sides, longer on top. Wire-rimmed glasses. He was looking directly at the camera with the kind of expression that said he had somewhere better to be and was tolerating this as a favor. Under the photo: Cassian Ward, PhD Candidate, Department of Biochemistry and Molecular Biology. Research interests: protein folding, enzymatic regulation. Publications: 2. Office hours by appointment only.

I clicked through to Rate My Professor.

"Brilliant but will make you feel dumb." — 5 stars.

"Actually explains things if you're willing to admit you don't understand. Harsh but fair. Probably the reason I passed this class." — 4 stars.

"Don't waste his time. He can tell if you haven't done the reading and he WILL call you out." — 3 stars.

"The smartest person I've ever met. Also the most terrifying. Would not recommend if you have a fragile ego." — 5 stars.

And then, buried near the bottom:

"Unfairly hot for someone that mean. I literally cannot focus during his review sessions because of those forearms. Is that relevant to this rating? No. Am I saying it anyway? Yes." — 4 stars.

I stared at that last one longer than I should have. Then I closed the laptop and lay back on my bed, pressing the heels of my hands into my eyes until I saw colors.

Cassian Ward. Published researcher. Department prodigy. Allegedly terrifying. Allegedly attractive.

My tutor.

I was so fucked.

•  •  •
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The tutoring center was in the basement of Henley Hall, a building that looked like it had been designed by someone who hated natural light and loved institutional carpet. I found Room B-14 at 3:58 PM on Tuesday, which was two minutes early, because I might have been failing biology but I wasn't going to give this guy ammunition by showing up late.

The room was small — a seminar table, a whiteboard, fluorescent lighting that made everyone look vaguely ill. Three other students were already seated: a girl with highlighters in six colors fanned across the table, a guy in a lacrosse hoodie who looked like he'd wandered in by accident, and a sophomore I recognized from lab who wouldn't make eye contact with anyone.

And at the head of the table, Cassian Ward.

He was taller than his photo suggested. Leaner, too — not thin, exactly, but efficient. Like everything about him had been optimized for function over comfort. Dark button-down with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows, revealing forearms that immediately validated the Rate My Professor review. Ink stains on his right index and middle fingers. A faint scar on his left wrist, the kind you got from lab equipment, not from anything else. Wire-rimmed glasses on his face, angled slightly as he read something on his laptop.

He didn't look up when I walked in.

I pulled out a chair — it scraped against the floor with a sound like a dying animal — and sat down. The highlighter girl glanced at me. The lacrosse guy didn't. The sophomore stared harder at the table.

At exactly 4:00, Cassian closed his laptop. The click was precise. Everything about him was precise.

He looked at each of us in turn. When his eyes reached me, they stayed an extra beat. Not long enough to mean anything. Long enough that I noticed.

Gray. His eyes were gray. Not blue-gray or green-gray — gray, like steel, like storm clouds, like the color of a sky that was deciding whether to rain or not.

"Good afternoon," he said. His voice was low, even, completely neutral. The kind of voice that didn't need volume to command a room. "My name is Cassian Ward. I'm the lead TA for BIO 301, and for the next several weeks, I'll be running these supplemental sessions. If you're here, it's because your midterm scores indicate you need structured support, and the department believes I can provide it. Whether that's true depends entirely on you."

He stood and went to the whiteboard. His handwriting was small and precise. He wrote:

RULE 1: Don't waste my time.

RULE 2: Don't waste yours.

RULE 3: If you don't understand, say so. I can't teach what you won't admit you don't know.

"I don't do hand-holding," he continued, turning back to face us. "I don't accept excuses. I don't care why you're struggling — I care whether you're willing to fix it. If you're here to check a box so you can tell your advisor you tried, leave now. I have forty-three papers to grade and a dissertation chapter due Friday, and I won't spend my time on someone who isn't serious."

Silence. The lacrosse guy shifted in his seat. The highlighter girl uncapped a pink one with determination. I sat perfectly still and thought: this man is going to eat me alive.

"We'll start with a diagnostic," Cassian said. He distributed a single sheet of paper to each of us — ten questions covering the semester's material. "This isn't graded. It's for me. I need to know what you know, what you think you know, and what you've been pretending to know. You have fifteen minutes."

I looked down at the questions. The first three were manageable. Four through seven made my stomach clench. Eight through ten might as well have been written in Mandarin.

I answered what I could. Guessed on two. Left one blank because I'd rather look honest than stupid, and right now those felt like my only options.

When the fifteen minutes were up, Cassian collected the sheets without comment. He glanced at each one, and I watched his face for reactions — there were none. Whatever he thought of my answers, he kept it locked behind that gray stare.

He worked through the session methodically: picked a concept, broke it down, asked questions, rebuilt it. He was good. Annoyingly good. He had this way of explaining a mechanism that stripped the jargon and exposed the logic underneath, like he was peeling back layers. And when he asked a question, he didn't move on until someone actually answered it. Not a guess. Not a half-answer. The real thing.

The highlighter girl answered three questions correctly and looked like she'd won a Nobel Prize. The lacrosse guy got one right and spent the rest of the hour looking at his phone under the table. Cassian noticed and said nothing, which was somehow worse than calling him out.

Me? I got two right, got one wrong, and almost answered a fourth before my brain short-circuited and I second-guessed myself into silence.

At the end of the hour, the other students filed out. I stayed in my seat, not because I had anywhere to be, but because my legs felt heavy and the idea of standing required more energy than I had.

Cassian was packing up his laptop. He glanced at me.

"Park."

My last name. Not Ethan. Just my last name, flat and utilitarian, like I was a file he was cataloguing.

"Yeah?"

He straightened up and looked at me — really looked, the way someone does when they're taking measurements. His eyes tracked from my face to my hands (nails bitten to the quick, cuticles ragged) to the dark circles I knew were bruised under my eyes to the coffee stain on my sleeve that I hadn't had time to deal with.

"Your diagnostic wasn't terrible," he said.

"Wow. I'll put that on my résumé."

The corner of his mouth twitched. Not a smile. A twitch. The suggestion that a smile might, under different circumstances, be possible.

"You answered seven out of ten. Three were correct. Two were close. Two were wrong. You left one blank."

"I didn't want to guess."

"That was the right call." He leaned against the whiteboard, arms crossed. His forearms. Jesus Christ, the reviews weren't kidding. "Here's what I see. You're not stupid. Your answers show you're actually engaging with the material — you're making connections, following logic chains. But you're memorizing without understanding. You're cramming definitions instead of learning mechanisms. And you're so exhausted you can't retain what you're studying because your brain is running on fumes and cortisol."

The accuracy of it stung. Not because it was mean — it wasn't. It was clinical. He was diagnosing me like I was a lab result, and the worst part was he was right about everything.

"Your current method will fail you," he said. "Not because you're incapable, but because you're working hard at the wrong things. You're drowning, Park. Not sinking. There's a difference. Sinking means you've stopped trying. Drowning means you're fighting and the water's winning."

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

"So what do I do?" My voice came out smaller than I intended. I hated it. I hated that this stranger with his precise hands and his steel eyes had seen through me in an hour.

"You come back Thursday," he said. "You bring the problem set from Chapter 14. Every question, attempted, even the ones you can't solve. I'll build you a study framework based on where your gaps are."

He started toward the door, then stopped. Turned back. That measuring look again.

"You're not a lost cause, Park. You're a structural problem. Structural problems have solutions."

Then he was gone. The fluorescent light buzzed overhead. I sat in the empty room and stared at the whiteboard where he'd written his three rules.

Don't waste my time. Don't waste yours. If you don't understand, say so.

I pulled out my phone and opened the course syllabus. Chapter 14 had forty-seven practice problems. My shift at the coffee shop started in two hours and ended at eleven. After that, I had a paper for my humanities elective and three hours before my alarm went off at six.

Forty-seven problems. Same number as my midterm score. The universe had a sick sense of humor.

I picked up my bag and walked out of the building into the October dark. The campus was beautiful at this hour — old brick and lamplight, leaves skittering across the paths. I didn't notice any of it.

All I could think about was the way Cassian Ward had looked at me. Not with pity. Not with contempt. With something worse.

Interest.

Like I was a problem he was deciding whether to solve.

I pulled my jacket tighter, ducked my head against the cold, and walked home to start the forty-seven problems I probably couldn't finish, for the man who'd said I wasn't a lost cause, in a voice that made me want to believe him.
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Chapter Two
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The Impossible Standard

I finished twenty-nine of the forty-seven problems before my shift at the coffee shop.

That sounds impressive until you factor in that I started at midnight, powered through on gas station energy drinks and spite, and half the answers were probably wrong. But they were attempted, which was what Cassian had asked for, and at this point "meeting the bare minimum of what an intimidating man demanded of me" was the closest thing I had to a life philosophy.

The coffee shop was called Common Grounds, which was the kind of pun that made you want to commit a misdemeanor. It was wedged between a laundromat and a boba place on the east edge of campus, and it survived entirely on the desperation of students who needed caffeine before 8 AM lectures and couldn't afford the Starbucks three blocks over.

I tied my apron on at 5:45, fifteen minutes before opening, and started the espresso machine with the muscle memory of someone who'd done this four hundred times. Pull the portafilter, dose, tamp, lock, extract. The mechanical rhythm of it was soothing in a way that nothing else in my life was right now. Coffee made sense. You put the right amount of pressure in the right place and you got a predictable result. Biology did not extend me the same courtesy.

"You look like you slept in a dumpster," said Maya, my coworker, sliding in through the back door with her bag over one shoulder and her braids piled on top of her head. Maya was a music major who operated at a frequency of cheerfulness that I found both baffling and occasionally infuriating.

"I slept for three hours."

"Why?"

"Because I have forty-seven problems and forty-seven reasons to reconsider my life choices."

"Same number. That's poetic."

"It's not poetic. It's a sign from the universe that I'm being punished."

She bumped my hip with hers on the way to the register. "You'll be fine, Ethan. You always are."

I wanted to believe her. Maya had known me for a semester and a half, which meant she'd seen me function — or at least perform functioning — through worse. But "fine" was a word that had started to feel like a costume I was wearing over a body that was falling apart.

The morning rush hit at seven. I pulled shots, steamed milk, spelled names wrong on cups with the casual indifference of someone who was technically conscious but operating on a spiritual level somewhere between "alive" and "haunted." Between customers, I propped my phone against the register and read through Chapter 14 of my textbook, trying to absorb enzymatic regulation through osmosis, which was ironic given that osmosis was one of the concepts I'd gotten wrong on the diagnostic.

By ten, the rush had thinned. I clocked out, peeled off my apron, and walked to my 10:30 lecture smelling like espresso and failure.

•  •  •
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The thing about being a pre-med student on academic probation is that every class feels like a ticking bomb. I sat in Organic Chemistry and took notes with the frantic energy of someone transcribing a hostage negotiation. I sat in my humanities elective — Modern American Poetry, which I'd taken because it was supposed to be an easy A and had turned out to require actual reading — and pretended to have opinions about Wallace Stevens while my brain quietly ran probability calculations on my GPA.

Between classes, I sat in the library and worked on the remaining eighteen problems.

Some of them I could do. Not easily, not quickly, but I could follow the logic if I slowed down enough. Cassian had said I was memorizing without understanding, and he was right — I'd been cramming vocabulary like a parrot learning tricks, without ever asking why a mechanism worked the way it did. When I forced myself to think through the steps instead of reciting them, something clicked. Not a revelation. More like a door creaking open an inch.

Other problems were walls. I'd stare at the question, recognize individual words, and watch my brain refuse to assemble them into meaning. Those were the ones that made my chest tight, the ones that whispered you don't belong here, you never did, everyone else figured this out weeks ago.

I finished all forty-seven by 2 PM. Six were blank except for my attempt at setting up the problem. The rest were answered, some confidently, most not. I took a photo of the last page and almost texted it to Cassian before remembering that I didn't have his number — he'd told me to bring them Thursday.

Thursday. Tomorrow.

I shoved my textbook into my bag and went to my afternoon lab, where I spent three hours pipetting solutions and trying not to think about gray eyes.

•  •  •
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My sister called at nine, while I was halfway through my evening shift.

"Oppa, quick question." Hana was seventeen and operated under the assumption that everyone in the world was available to her at all times. She wasn't wrong. I'd never not answered her call.

"I'm at work, Han."

"It'll take two seconds. Is it normal for your elbow to crack when you extend it? Like, a loud crack? Because mine's been doing it since practice and Jenny Park — not related to us, different Park — said it might be a fracture, but Jenny Park also said that mercury retrograde caused her ACL tear, so I don't trust her medical opinions."

I wedged the phone between my ear and shoulder and wiped down the counter. "Does it hurt when you extend it?"

"Only a little."

"Scale of one to ten."

"Like a three? Maybe a four if I do it fast."

"Can you make a fist and squeeze hard?"

A pause. "Yeah. That's fine."

"Then it's probably not a fracture. You might have some tendon irritation from practice. Ice it, twenty minutes on, twenty off. Take ibuprofen if it bothers you. If it's still cracking in a week or if the pain gets worse, go to the nurse."

"See, this is why you need to be a doctor. Free medical advice forever."

She said it lightly, the way she said everything — Hana was sunlight to my overcast — but the words settled in my stomach like stones. This is why you need to be a doctor. Not want. Need. Because the Parks didn't produce poets or musicians or people who took gap years to "find themselves" in Thailand. The Parks produced doctors, because doctors made money, and money meant my parents could stop pressing shirts and my sister could see an actual orthopedist instead of calling her failing pre-med brother for a phone diagnosis.

"Go ice your elbow, Han."

"Love you, oppa."

"Love you too."

I hung up and stood behind the counter for a long moment, staring at the chalkboard menu I'd written in my own handwriting — LATTE $4.50, AMERICANO $3.50, EXISTENTIAL DREAD $FREE — and felt the specific kind of tiredness that sleep couldn't fix.

•  •  •
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Thursday. 4:00 PM. Room B-14.

The lacrosse guy didn't show up. Neither did the sophomore who wouldn't make eye contact. It was just me, the highlighter girl — whose name was apparently Priya — and Cassian.

With only two students, the room felt different. Smaller. The fluorescent light felt brighter, or maybe that was just because there was less space to hide in.

"Problem sets," Cassian said, hand out.

I pulled mine from my bag. Forty-seven problems, handwritten, some of them so crammed together that the margins looked like a conspiracy theorist's wall. Priya handed hers over too — hers was typed, color-coded, and probably alphabetized by molecular weight.

Cassian took both and set them on the table without looking at them. "We'll review these at the end. First, I want to try something different."

He went to the whiteboard and drew a diagram — a simplified version of the citric acid cycle, but with key steps left blank.

"Park. Come up here."

My body went cold, then hot. "What?"

"Come to the board. Fill in the blanks."

"I'm good here."

"That wasn't a request."

I looked at Priya, who gave me a sympathetic grimace that was absolutely no help. I stood up, crossed the five feet to the whiteboard like a man walking to his own execution, and took the marker Cassian held out to me.

Our fingers brushed during the handoff. His were cool. Mine were not. I pretended not to notice.

"Start with the first intermediate," he said. He was standing close enough that I could smell him — not cologne, something cleaner. Soap, maybe, and something underneath that was just him. "Don't think about the name. Think about what's happening to the molecule."

I stared at the blank space. My brain offered me nothing. Then it offered me the wrong thing. Then, slowly, like a radio finding a frequency, it offered me something that might be right.

"Citrate," I said, writing it. "Aconitase converts it to isocitrate."

"Why?"

"Because — the hydroxyl group has to move. It's a rearrangement. To set up the next oxidation."

"Good."

One word. Four letters. He said it without emphasis, without fanfare, the same way he'd say "correct" or "proceed." But something about the way it landed — maybe the quietness of it, maybe the fact that he was standing close enough that I could feel the warmth of him at my back — sent a pulse of heat through my stomach that had nothing to do with biochemistry.

I kept going. Filled in three more steps, stumbled on the fifth, backtracked, got it. Cassian didn't help unless I asked, and when I asked, he didn't give me the answer. He gave me a question that led me to the answer, which was infuriating and also, against my will, effective.

"You're reasoning through it," he said when I finished. "Not reciting. That's the difference."

I turned around. He was leaning against the table, arms crossed, watching me with that same measuring expression from Tuesday. But there was something else now — a fractional softening around his eyes, barely perceptible, like someone had turned a dial from "assessing" to something one click warmer.

"Sit down," he said. "Let's see what you did wrong on the problem set."

I sat. He pulled my handwritten pages toward him and started reading.

I watched his face for reactions. He was maddeningly neutral — no frowns, no raised eyebrows, no encouraging nods. He read the way a machine would read, systematically, efficiently. Every few problems, his pen moved — a small mark in the margin, a circled number, a single word I couldn't read from my angle.

It took him twelve minutes to go through all forty-seven. Twelve minutes for what had taken me nine hours. I tried not to feel pathetic about that ratio.

"Thirty-one correct," he said, setting the pages down. "Eight partially correct. Two blank. Six wrong."

I blinked. "Thirty-one?"

"Out of forty-seven. That's sixty-six percent. Not passing, but a significant jump from your diagnostic, which was functionally forty-three percent." He pulled out a pen and circled three of the wrong answers. "These are conceptual errors — you're confusing competitive and noncompetitive inhibition, and your understanding of allosteric regulation has a gap. Fixable." He circled the partially correct ones. "These are execution errors. You understood the concept but made mistakes in application. Also fixable." He set the pen down. "The two you left blank — why?"

"I didn't understand the questions."

"Which part?"

"The questions."

That micro-twitch at the corner of his mouth again. Not a smile. The ghost of one.

"Those are both about signal transduction," he said. "We haven't covered it in the review sessions yet. The fact that you left them blank instead of bullshitting your way through tells me something useful about you."

"That I'm honest about my ignorance?"

"That you'd rather be accurate than comfortable. Most students guess. You didn't."

He said it like it was a data point. But the way he looked at me when he said it — steady, direct, those gray eyes holding mine for a beat longer than necessary — made it feel like something else.

Priya cleared her throat. I'd forgotten she was there.

The rest of the session was structured review. Cassian worked through the six wrong problems on the whiteboard, explaining each one with the same precise, jargon-stripped approach that made complex things feel almost manageable. He had this trick of using analogies — comparing enzyme regulation to a thermostat, protein folding to origami — that shouldn't have worked but did, because they bypassed the part of my brain that panicked at technical vocabulary and went straight to the part that understood systems.

I took notes. Real notes, not the frantic transcription I did in lecture. I wrote down his analogies. I wrote down his questions. I wrote down the moments where something clicked, marking them with a star so I could find them later at 2 AM when my brain was soup and I needed proof that I'd understood something once.

At 5:00, Priya packed up and left with a wave. I started to follow.

"Park."

I stopped at the door.

Cassian was erasing the whiteboard, his back to me. The muscles in his shoulder shifted under his shirt as his arm moved. I watched the motion longer than was strictly appropriate.

"Your problem set," he said without turning around. "The work was thorough. Your handwriting is atrocious, but the effort is clear." He paused, marker in hand, staring at the board like the next sentence was written on it. "Keep this up and you'll pass the next exam."

"Just pass?"

Now he turned. Looked at me over his shoulder. "What would you prefer I say?"

"That I'll ace it?"

"I don't make promises I can't guarantee." He set the eraser down. "But I will tell you that thirty-one out of forty-seven, on material you were actively failing three days ago, is not the work of someone who doesn't belong in this program."

The sentence hit me in the chest. Not the words — the way he said them. Like he'd considered not saying them and decided I needed to hear it anyway.

"Thursday's session is the last official group one for this week," he said. "The next exam is in three weeks. Two sessions a week won't be enough for you."

My stomach dropped. "I can't afford a private tutor."

"I'm aware." He was packing his laptop into a leather messenger bag that looked expensive in the understated way that suggested it had been a gift or an investment, not a impulse purchase. "The department offers additional sessions, but my schedule is full. I'm already running three sections and grading for two courses on top of my own research."

"I know. I tried to book more time. They said you're fully committed."

He slung the bag over his shoulder and looked at me, and for a second the clinical mask slipped and I saw something underneath — tiredness, maybe. The same bone-deep exhaustion I carried, dressed up in better clothes.

"I'll see what I can do," he said. And left.

I stood in the empty room, heart doing something complicated, and thought about the way he'd said I'll see what I can do — like a door he wasn't supposed to open, cracking under his hand.

•  •  •
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I worked the evening shift on autopilot. Pulled shots. Steamed milk. Smiled at customers. Counted tips — $34.50, which would cover gas and exactly nothing else.

Back at the apartment, Jordan was out — study group at the library, according to his text. I ate a bowl of instant ramen standing up in the kitchen because sitting down felt like a commitment I couldn't make. Then I sat at my desk, opened my textbook to signal transduction — the two questions I'd left blank — and started reading.

The material was dense. Receptor tyrosine kinases, secondary messengers, phosphorylation cascades. My eyes slid off the words like water off glass. I read the same paragraph three times and retained nothing.

I switched to Cassian's method. Instead of reading, I drew the pathway. Then I erased it and drew it again from memory. Then I tried to explain it to myself out loud, sitting in my dark bedroom at midnight, narrating cellular signaling to no one like a man who had officially lost his grip.

"The ligand binds the receptor," I muttered, pen moving. "Receptor dimerizes. Cross-phosphorylation activates the kinase domain. Downstream effectors — RAS, RAF, MEK, ERK. ERK enters the nucleus and activates transcription factors."

I stared at my diagram. It wasn't perfect. But it was right. The chain was there — cause to effect, each step triggering the next, a cascade of consequences from a single binding event.

I pulled out my phone and took a photo of the diagram. Opened my contacts, scrolled to the bottom. Cassian had written his number on the tutoring center sign-up sheet — office number, not personal, but it was a phone number and I needed someone to see this.

I typed: Attempted the signal transduction pathway from scratch. Attached. Not sure about the ERK-to-nucleus step.

I hit send before I could overthink it. Then I stared at the screen, heart hammering, convinced I'd just made a spectacularly inappropriate decision to text my TA at — I checked the time — 1:47 in the goddamn morning.

My phone buzzed at 1:49.

Your ERK pathway is correct. But you're missing the negative feedback loop. Look up phosphatases. Also: MAPK, not MAP kinase. Nomenclature matters.

I stared at the message. Read it twice. He was awake. At 1:49 AM on a Thursday night, Cassian Ward was awake and responsive and correcting my nomenclature, because of course he was, because the man probably didn't sleep, he just plugged himself into the wall and recharged on academic rigor and the tears of struggling students.

I typed back: Do you ever sleep?

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Rarely. Fix the feedback loop and try the full pathway again. Bring it Tuesday.

I set the phone down. Picked it up. Set it down again.

He was awake at 2 AM. Not because he was grading or researching or any of the productive reasons a PhD candidate might be up — he'd answered in two minutes, which meant he'd been looking at his phone, which meant he was lying in bed or sitting on his couch, and he'd seen my text and responded immediately, and I was reading way too much into response times because I was exhausted and lonely and my brain had apparently decided to develop a fixation on the one person in my life who held any power over my future.

I added the feedback loop. Drew the pathway again. Took another photo.

Fixed. Phosphatases dephosphorylate ERK, completing the negative feedback. MAPK pathway, full cycle. Nomenclature corrected.

His reply came in forty-five seconds.

Good.

One word. Same word he'd used in the tutoring center when I'd gotten the citric acid cycle right. Same flat, unadorned, minimal delivery.

But at 2 AM, alone in my room, the blue glow of my phone the only light, that single word hit different. It hit like a hand on my shoulder. Like someone saying I see you working. I see you trying. Keep going.

I set the phone on my nightstand, plugged it in, and lay down in the dark. My alarm would go off in four hours. I had a shift at six, a lecture at ten, a paper due Monday, and three weeks until an exam that would determine whether my entire future collapsed or held.

But for the first time in months, the weight of it felt fractionally lighter. Not because the problems had gotten smaller. Because someone was awake at the same hour I was, working just as hard, and he'd said good, and I believed him.

I closed my eyes.

I dreamed about gray eyes and ink-stained fingers and a voice that said you're not a lost cause like it was a fact, not a kindness.

I didn't sleep well. But I slept.
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Chapter Three
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Anything

Two weeks into tutoring and I was improving. Not thriving — let's not get crazy — but improving, in the way a man with a broken leg improves when someone finally gives him a crutch instead of telling him to walk it off.

My quiz scores crept up: 68, then 74, then a 78 that I stared at for so long the TA handing them back asked if I was having a seizure. Cassian's methods were brutal but effective. He'd restructured my entire study approach — no more memorization marathons, no more highlighting every sentence in the textbook until the pages looked like a crime scene committed by a neon marker. Instead: active recall, concept mapping, teach-it-back drills. Simple in theory. Grueling in practice. And working, undeniably, in results.
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