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I’m only here for the 02:17 anomaly logs.
Five minutes, in and out.

But the second I step into the dome, someone speaks.

“Whatever you need, it ain’t ready yet.”

That is not Jerry’s voice.

I squint into the red lights.
Jerry is usually the only person in here at midnight.
Cardigan. Thermos. Smells like peppermint tea.

This?
This is somebody else entirely.

“Um… sir? Who are you and where is Jerry?”

He lets out a quiet laugh, low and warm.
“Jerry dipped. I’m covering for him tonight.”

Covering for him??
Jerry doesn’t even let people touch the broom in here.

I open my mouth to call BS...
but then he turns around.

…and my whole thought process collapses.

Tall.
Broad.
Clean fade.
Beard shaped.
Wire-rim glasses low on his nose.
Grey hoodie layered under a black jacket.

My breath catches, just for a second, and I have to pull myself back together on the spot.

“I need the raw data from the 02:17 anomaly,” I say, trying to recover from being caught off guard, not impress him.

He raises an eyebrow. “Why?”

“My research.”

He steps a little closer, calm, focused, no rush.
“What kind?”

“Stellar radiation profiles. I’m tracking an irregularity.”

He studies me for a second, long enough to make me aware of everything:
my hair, my coat, my stance, my breathing.

Then he nods.

“You’re Carter.”

“Dr. Carter,” I correct, automatic, habitual.

He doesn’t get defensive.
Doesn’t joke.
Doesn’t flinch.

He just pauses… looks right at me… lifts one eyebrow in this respectful, confident way…
and says, low and warm:

“…of course. Doctor.”

And even though I do NOT want it to...
my stomach flips.

I swallow.

He looks me over again, slower this time, like something clicks.

“…So you’re the one who called my atmospheric scatter analysis—”

He pauses.
Just a beat.
Then the smirk comes in.

“—‘methodologically flimsy.’”

THERE it is.

My brain connects the dots too late.

Wade.
Elijah Wade.
The thesis I reviewed last year.
Oh my God.

My face gets hot.
I cross my arms. “It was flimsy.”

That’s when he smiles fully...
and I catch it:
— and I catch it:
a tiny flash of gold on his bottom row.

Not obvious.
Not loud.
Just… there.

And yep.
That’s a grill.

“A’ight then,” he murmurs, amused. “Bet.”

He turns back to the console, types in a code, and the dome shifts.
Equipment hums.
The telescope aligns exactly where it needs to be.

He glances back at me over his shoulder —
eye contact, half-smirk —
and motions me forward with a tilt of his head.

“Come get your logs.”

Then he adds, smooth and warm:

“Welcome to the night shift, Doc.”

Doc.
Said like he already knows he’s gonna call me that again.

And my pulse?
Yeah.
It definitely stumbles.

I step toward the console because he motioned me forward, and apparently my legs obey him faster than my brain does.

He’s already turned back to the controls, tapping something into the system.
I move to stand beside him — not too close, but close enough that I can feel the slight shift in air when he moves.

He doesn’t say anything at first.
Just works.
Calm.
Focused.
Hands steady on the keyboard.

I try to focus too.
On the data.
The graphs.
The numbers.

But then he leans just a LITTLE closer to point something out,
not touching me, not crowding me, just angled enough that his shoulder brushes the warm air right next to mine.

And my brain instantly whispers:

Don’t smell him.

No reason to.
None.
Zero.

I look straight at the screen, determined.

Do NOT smell him.

He shifts again, reaching past me to toggle a slider, and the scent hits anyway...
warm, clean, subtle cologne, maybe a little shea butter, something fresh and grounded.

And my entire nervous system betrays me like a SOLDIER.

…shit.

I definitely smelled him.

I’m still staring very hard at the data, pretending I didn’t just inhale like this is aromatherapy class.

Why does he smell good?!
Why does he smell THIS good??
At midnight???
In a dome???
Where Jerry usually smells like cough drops and dust??

I keep my face neutral.
Professional.

Or… I try to.

He doesn’t miss a thing, of course.

“You good?” he asks without looking at me, voice low, like he knows exactly what he’s doing.

I clear my throat. “Fine.”

“Mm.”
Just that.
Soft.
Like he doesn’t believe me but he’s entertained.

He brings up a panel of readings on the screen.
“Here’s your anomaly,” he says, leaning in again, slower this time, like he’s watching how close he gets.
“Here’s your anomaly,” he says, leaning in again — slower this time, like he’s watching how close he gets.

He brings up another panel of readings, fingers gliding over the console with this steady, practiced ease.

The room settles into a quiet hum.
Nothing but machinery, clicking instruments, and whatever subtle cologne he’s wearing messing with my concentration.

I shift slightly, stepping closer to get a better view of the graphs.

Our arms don’t touch...
but they could.
And the space between us feels… thin.

He doesn’t step away.
Doesn’t even glance at the distance.

He just keeps working.
Calm.
Focused.

I finally look at the data.
The spike is real.
Too real.

I lean in a little more, my shoulder almost brushing his jacket.

And because I’m reckless—or maybe just curious—I look up at him from the side.

He’s focused.
Completely in his element.
Glasses low.
Beard sharp.
Jaw tight as he reads through the data streams.

Something about seeing him so close, working quietly, hits me harder than I expect.

And I stare.
Longer than I should.

He doesn’t say anything.

Which only makes it worse.

Because I think I got away with it...
until I turn back to the screen and feel his gaze on me.

Heat.
Steady.
Direct.

I glance up.

He’s already looking at me.

No smile this time.
No smirk.
Just… watching me.
Like he’s trying to understand something I accidentally revealed.

My cheeks go warm.

I break the stare first, looking too quickly back at the data.
Of course I do.

He lets one corner of his mouth lift, just barely.
Not a full smile.
Just enough to say:

Caught you.

I clear my throat. “The amplitude’s inconsistent.”

“With what?” he asks, voice low.

“Normal stellar emissions. This looks like… interference.”

He leans closer, shoulder brushing mine. So light, but I feel it.

“Or a calibration error,” he suggests.

I shake my head. “Your equipment isn’t off.”

That earns me another small smirk.

“Oh? So now you trust my setup?”

He says it with that eyebrow, the one raised just enough to be irritating.

I scoff. “I ain’t say all that now.”

He laughs under his breath, this soft shake of his head like yep, that tracks.

“Aww okay then… let me guess.”
He gestures at me loosely.
“You always this particular? Real type A?”

My head snaps toward him.
“Type A?!”

That makes him grin, a real one, teeth showing, just enough gold flashing at the bottom for me to mentally go:
“…yup. That’s definitely a grill.”

My stomach flips despite my best efforts.
“First of all...” I start.

He cuts me off with a little chin lift.

“Look here, ma.”

He steps slightly closer and taps the spike on the screen with two fingers.

“You see this? That dip before the jump? That’s not interference.”

I lean in instinctively, eyes narrowing at the data.

“That could still be noise,” I argue.

He gives me a sideways look — not rude, just annoyingly sure.

“You know damn well it’s not noise.”

I bite back a smile I refuse to let him see.

“…Okay,” I admit quietly. “That’s not interference.”

He nods once, easy.
“Mm. Thought so.”

I roll my eyes. “Relax.”

He doesn’t answer right away.
Instead, he leans back just a little, not away from me, just enough to get a cleaner look at the monitor.
Instead, he leans back just a little — not away from me, just enough to get a cleaner look at the monitor.
And I shift too, almost automatically, angling myself toward the same section of the graph.

For a moment, neither of us says anything.

We’re both studying the exact same thing.
Same slope. Same dip. Same spike.

And it hits me.

He sees it.

The exact thing I saw.
Without me pointing.
Without being led.

Oh.
You actually get this.

He taps the screen once with his knuckle, almost the same second I’m about to point.

Our hands stop a few inches apart.

He glances over at me — quick, instinctive — then looks away just as fast.

Then he murmurs, almost under his breath:

“…yeah. You see it too.”

I nod once. “Yeah.”

The word feels heavier than it should.

I look back at the data — partly to get out of his gaze, partly because it’s safer than whatever weird current just ran between us.

And somewhere in the quiet between us, my brain does this traitorous little thing:

Okay.
So he’s not an idiot.

I shouldn’t be surprised. His thesis was solid, whether I dragged him in the margins or not, but seeing him put the pieces together in real time is... different.

It’s one thing to read someone’s work.
It’s another to watch them think.

And he thinks clean.
Sharp.
Methodical.
A little chaotic around the edges, but in a controlled way that makes sense on him.

He flicks to a new panel.
A new set of diagnostics.
Then another.

His voice comes low, thoughtful:

“…this isn’t enough.”

I blink. “What do you mean?”

He taps the screen once.

“I wanna see yesterday’s baseline,” he says.
“Maybe the day before that too.”

“That’s archived,” I say, moving closer out of habit. “Jerry keeps it locked though.”

“Not for me.”

He pulls up the archive menu, but only partial access appears.

“Tch.” He clicks his tongue. “I knew it.”
“What?”
“What?”

“You got higher clearance than me for this dataset.”

My stomach drops. “How do you know that?”

“Because your name’s in the approval chain and mine ain’t.”
He motions at my badge.
“Jerry assigned you anomaly access. Probably forgot to update my permissions.”

He leans back, folds his arms.

“You’re gonna have to unlock it.”

“Now?” I ask.

“Nah.”
He shakes his head once, eyes still on the data.
“This needs a fresh run. Archive won’t match this until tomorrow.”

He turns fully toward me then.
“You coming back?” he asks.

I school my face. “If the data updates tomorrow, then… yeah. I’ll need to check it.”

He nods once.

“Aight,” he says. “I’ll have everything else prepped.”

Tomorrow.
Okay.
Fine.
That’s fine.

It’s not like I’m looking forward to it.

…Right?
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Nova leaves like she’s trying not to leave fast.

He watches her go without making it obvious.
Doesn’t turn his head.
Doesn’t move his body.

He just tracks her reflection in the dark glass of the dome as she heads for the door, curls bouncing slightly, jaw set like she’s trying real hard not to think too much.

She tells him she’ll be back tomorrow.
He nods like it’s nothing.

But the minute the door clicks behind her, he exhales.

Slow.
Controlled.
Longer than he meant to.

He looks back at the data, or tries to, but his focus keeps sliding off the screen.

Because she surprised him.

The way she caught the pattern fast.
The way she didn’t let him coast.
The way she argued with him like she had every right to.
The way her eyes narrowed at the waveform at the same exact second his did.
That doesn’t happen often.
That… doesn’t happen often.

Most days he’s correcting people twice his age.
Telling senior researchers they misread data.
Pointing out logic gaps to old white dudes who look at him like he hacked his way into the field instead of earning every damn credential he’s got.

He’s used to being doubted before he even opens his mouth.

But her?

She didn’t blink.
Didn’t condescend.
Didn’t talk over him.
Didn’t assume she knew more.

She just… matched him.
Beat for beat.
Thought for thought.
Confidence for confidence.

And she did it while being fine as hell.

He lets that thought sit for a second, quiet, undeniable.

Yeah. She’s beautiful.
Obviously. He noticed that before anything else.

But it’s the combination that throws him.

A Black woman with a doctorate matching his cadence like it was nothing.

He scrapes a hand across his beard.

She sat him DOWN.

Not rudely.
Not trying to dominate.
Just… intellectually.
Naturally.

He hasn’t had that before.
Not like this.

He lingers on the curl falling loose near her cheek, the way she forgot he existed for a second, completely absorbed in the anomaly.

A scientist, for real.
Not performing.
Not pretending.
Not talking just to talk.

He respects that.

He exhales through his nose, staring at the data again, but his mind is still replaying her voice:

“First of all—”
“Type A?!”
“Relax.”

A small laugh slips out of him.

Yeah.
She got him.
A little.

He reaches for the system again, sets up the baseline comparison, and tells himself it’s strictly for the science.

Strictly.

And not because he’s running the most dialed-in setup he’s ever put together at midnight.

Definitely not that.
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I spend the whole morning pretending yesterday didn’t happen.

Pretending I didn’t smell him.
Pretending he didn’t catch me staring.
Pretending he didn’t say “Doctor” in that low voice like he was tasting the word.

I try to drown myself in coffee, simulations, and the emotional support Excel sheet I keep on my desktop.

None of it works.

Every time I blink, I hear:

“Look here, ma.”

My soul leaves my body all over again.

I stare at my screen, but the models won’t model, and the equations look like they developed stage fright.

It’s fine.
Totally fine.
I’m a professional.

It takes me two hours to realize I’ve been reading the same paragraph in a journal article over and over.

By noon, I finally admit the truth:

I’m going back to the dome today.
And I care way too much about looking like I don’t care at all.

I pick up my reflection in the window and freeze.

My curls look like they spent the morning auditioning for a humidity commercial.

Nope.

I re-do the front.
Just the front.
Because I’m not pressed.
In case that wasn’t clear.

I pull myself together and grab my badge.

Walking to the dome takes five minutes.
Mentally? It takes nine business days.

By the time I get there, I’ve rehearsed seven different versions of “casual hello,” all of which sound insane.

I take a breath.
Straighten my lab coat.
Check my face in my phone camera even though I absolutely don’t care.

The door opens with the same soft hydraulic hiss.

The dome is dim.
Quiet.
That same subtle hum filling the air.

He’s already there.

Of course he is.

Standing at the console.
Grey hoodie again.
Glasses low.
Focus dialed in.

He doesn’t turn around, but I see his shoulders shift, just slightly, like he registered me the second the door opened.

“Hey,” I say, and my voice comes out way more normal than I feel.

He turns his head.
Not fully, just enough to look at me over his shoulder.

“Doc.”

One word.
Easy.
Like he said it yesterday and it stuck on purpose.

It hits me right under the sternum.

I clear my throat. “You, uh… prepped the baseline data?”

He nods once.
“Been running since six.”

Six.
A.M.
Sir.

I walk in like I didn’t just mentally glitch.
Like I don’t notice he shaved again.
Like I don’t notice the hoodie smells like detergent and something warm.

He gestures toward the screen with a short tilt of his head, that same one from last night that made my knees fight for their lives.

“It updated twenty minutes ago,” he says. “Wanted to wait before pulling the comparison.”

His tone is calm.
Normal.
Professional.

But there’s something underneath.
Barely-there warmth.
Familiarity that shouldn’t exist yet.

I step beside him again.
Not too close.
Not far.

Just… close enough.

He brings up the dataset.
The spikes line up in a way that makes my pulse pick up.

“Oh wow,” I murmur.

“Yeah,” he says.

We lean in at the same time,
and this time, neither of us pretends we weren’t about to.

His shoulder brushes mine.

He doesn’t move away.

And I don’t either.
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He didn’t expect that.

Not the correction.
Not the recalibration.
Not the way she stepped into his space like she built the system herself.

He watches her hands move across the console, steady, efficient. No hesitation. No second-guessing.

She doesn’t narrate what she’s doing.
Doesn’t explain it.
Doesn’t ask permission.

She just adjusts the axis, shifts the scale, compresses the model,
and the waveform changes.
—and the waveform changes.

His eyes narrow.

She’s right.

And what irritates him slightly, in the best way, is that she knew she was right before he did.

He leans in, scanning the curve.

“That’s not decay,” he says automatically.

“Yes, it is,” she answers, calm. “It’s just compressed.”

She tweaks the display again.

The line smooths.

He goes quiet.

Because now he sees it.

And he feels something settle in his chest that he hasn’t felt in a while.

Respect.

Real respect.

Not the polite kind.
Not the “impressive on paper” kind.

The kind that comes when someone sharp walks into your field of vision and doesn’t blink.

“Something artificial,” she says.

He looks at her then.

Really looks at her.

She isn’t posturing.
Isn’t waiting for praise.
Isn’t trying to impress him.

She’s locked in.
All brain.
All instinct.

And he realizes something quietly:

She’s not just smart.
She’s dangerous.

In the way only someone who thinks like you can be.

He exhales through his nose, slow.

“Yeah,” he says.

He did think that.

But she said it first.

He drags a hand over his beard, jaw flexing.

And before he can stop himself...

“Damn.”

It slips out low.

Not loud.
Not performative.

Just honest.

She blinks at him. “What?”

He straightens too fast. “Nothing.”

But it wasn’t nothing.

Because the truth is, he wasn’t reacting to the data.

He was reacting to her.

The way she took over the room without announcing it.
The way she argued without ego.
The way she didn’t flinch when he pushed.

Most of his career has been spent defending his intelligence.

She doesn’t need defending.

She commands it.

And yeah,

she’s fine as hell while doing it.

He clears his throat, redirecting himself.

“You ever present that model?” he asks, voice even.

“No. Why?”

He shrugs.

“You should.”

Simple. Controlled.

But what he doesn’t say is:

You’d shut a room down.

He turns back to the console before he looks at her too long.

Because if he keeps staring, he’s going to start smiling.

And that would be embarrassing.

