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Chapter 1: "The Night Everything Changed"
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The telescope sat in the corner of Seo-Yun's apartment like a patient, one-eyed sentinel—its lens cap off, its barrel pointed toward the ceiling as if surrendering to the light pollution of Seoul that made stargazing about as effective as squinting through fogged glasses.

She should put it away. She should store it in the closet next to her winter coats and the box of photographs she kept meaning to sort and never did. But the telescope stayed where it was, a reminder of who she used to be before she'd learned that looking too hard at things only disappointed you.

Stars didn't care if you watched them. The universe operated on timescales that rendered human longing irrelevant. This was, in Seo-Yun's professional opinion, a comfort rather than a tragedy. It meant nothing mattered enough to hurt.

Her phone buzzed against the kitchen counter. She ignored it. Then it buzzed again.

"Are you coming or not?" — So-Min.

Seo-Yun sighed, set down her mug of cooling coffee, and typed back: "I'm the faculty supervisor. I have to come."

"Then hurry up. Ji-Woo is literally vibrating with excitement and I cannot be held responsible for what happens if she explodes before the meteor shower starts."

The meteor shower. Right. The reason she'd agreed to chaperone a bus full of high school students to a designated dark-sky site forty minutes outside the city at eleven o'clock on a Thursday night. The reason she was currently wearing three layers and a coat that made her look like a deflated sleeping bag.

She grabbed her keys, checked her bag for the emergency flashlight she always carried (professional habit), and caught her reflection in the hallway mirror. Dark circles under her eyes. Hair pulled back with the efficiency of someone who'd stopped caring somewhere around age twenty-five. Twenty-eight now, and the not-caring had calcified into something resembling peace.

Or so she told herself.

The school bus smelled like teenager and fabric softener and the particular desperation of people trying too hard to seem like they weren't trying at all. Seo-Yun climbed aboard to a chorus of half-hearted greetings from the astronomy club members—a grand total of seven students plus their president, Han Ji-Woo, who was indeed vibrating with an energy that suggested either enthusiasm or excessive caffeine consumption.

Probably both.

"Teacher! You came!" Ji-Woo bounced in her seat near the front, her school uniform slightly askew, her eyes bright behind thick-rimmed glasses. "I was worried you'd fake sick. So-Min said you might fake sick."

"So-Min talks too much," Seo-Yun said, settling into the seat beside her best friend, who had naturally claimed the spot closest to the driver for motion-sickness reasons that were entirely psychosomatic.

"I talk exactly the right amount," So-Min defended, pulling her scarf tighter. Her round face was scrubbed clean of makeup tonight, her hair tucked under a beige beret that made her look like a French exchange student who'd gotten lost on her way to a café. "Also, you do fake sick sometimes. Remember when I asked you to help me move and you suddenly developed a mysterious fever?"

"That was a real fever."

"It was ninety-two degrees outside and you were wearing a sweater."

Seo-Yun didn't dignify this with a response. The bus lurched into traffic, and she watched the city lights smear past the window—neon signs and apartment blocks and the endless, glowing evidence of eight million people living their lives without once wondering whether the cosmos cared about them.

It didn't. That was beautiful, actually. The indifference of the universe meant you were free. No fate, no destiny, no grand cosmic plan tracking your every move. Just physics. Just probability. Just the simple, mathematical fact that some things happened and others didn't, and none of it meant anything except what you decided to assign to it.

Ji-Woo turned around in her seat, knees knocking against the seatback in front of her. "Teacher Min? Can I ask you something?"

"You can ask."

"Do you believe in wishes?"

So-Min made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a suppressed laugh.

Seo-Yun kept her expression neutral. "I believe in probability distributions. Statistically speaking, attributing causation to random celestial events is a cognitive error called—"

"That's a no," Ji-Woo said, apparently fluent in translating academic deflection.

"That's a request for more precise terminology."

"What about when you were our age?" Ji-Woo persisted. "Did you ever wish on shooting stars? Or see a falling star and think, like, maybe?"

The bus hit a pothole. Everyone jostled. Outside, the city was starting to thin, buildings giving way to the darker smudge of hills.

Seo-Yun thought about lying. She thought about offering some platitudes about youth and hope and the human capacity for wonder. These would have been acceptable responses from a teacher tasked with supervising an astronomy club during a meteor shower event. They would have been kind, probably. Encouraging.

But Seo-Yun had never been particularly good at kindness for the sake of appearance, and she found lies exhausting in direct proportion to how harmless they were supposed to be.

"When I was fifteen," she said, "I wished my parents would stop fighting. They divorced two years later. When I was nineteen, I wished I'd pass my entrance exams on the first try. I didn't. When I was twenty-three, I wished—" She stopped. Caught herself. "It doesn't matter. The point is that wishing doesn't change outcomes. Preparation changes outcomes. Effort changes outcomes. Sitting around hoping the universe will rearrange itself according to your preferences is—"

"Boring?" Ji-Woo offered.

"I was going to say ineffective."

"Boring sounds more honest." The girl grinned, entirely unoffended. "You're really cynical, Teacher. Has anyone told you that?"

"Daily."

"Does it bother you?"

Seo-Yun considered the question. It didn't, particularly. Cynicism was just realism with better marketing. It was armor, yes, but armor existed because wounds hurt, and wounds were inevitable, and the only strategy that made sense was minimizing exposure.

"No," she said. "It doesn't bother me."

Ji-Woo studied her with the unnerving focus of someone young enough to still believe that staring long enough could crack open secrets. Then she turned back around, and Seo-Yun exhaled a breath she hadn't realized she was holding.

So-Min leaned closer. "You okay?"

"Fine."

"You got that look."

"What look?"

"The one where you remember you have feelings and get annoyed about it."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Sure." So-Min patted her knee, the gesture both comforting and slightly condescending, which summarized approximately eighty percent of their friendship. "Just remember that some of us like you even when you're being emotionally constipated."

"Thank you for that image."

"Anytime."

The observation site was a cleared patch of land owned by the local astronomical society, accessible by a gravel road that rattled the bus's aging suspension and everyone's teeth along with it. By the time they parked, the sky had deepened to a proper darkness—the kind you forgot existed inside city limits, where stars emerged not as afterthoughts but as declarations.

The students poured off the bus with varying degrees of grace. Someone tripped. Someone else screamed about seeing a satellite (it was almost certainly a plane). Ji-Woo immediately began directing operations with the fervor of a general commanding troops, handing out star maps and red-light flashlights and thermoses of hot chocolate that someone's mother had prepared.

Seo-Yun hung back, performing the actual supervisor duties: counting heads, checking boundaries, making sure no one wandered toward the treeline or did anything that would result in paperwork. The night air bit at her exposed cheeks. Her breath fogged. Above them, spilled across the darkness like sugar on black velvet, the Milky Way blazed with an arrogance that made all human concerns seem precisely as small as they were.

Beautiful. Meaningless. Her favorite combination.

The meteor shower wasn't expected to peak until nearly two AM, which meant several hours of waiting interspersed with educational activities that the students would tolerate with varying degrees of patience. Seo-Yun circulated, answering questions about constellation identification and the difference between meteors and meteorites and why you couldn't hear sound in space. Standard fare. Comfortable territory.

Around midnight, she found a spot near the edge of the clearing—close enough to maintain supervision, far enough to have a moment of quiet. She sat on the folding chair she'd brought, wrapped her arms around her knees, and looked up.

The show had already begun. Sporadic streaks of light scratching across the sky, each one a grain of cosmic debris burning up in Earth's atmosphere at forty miles per second. Beautiful physics. Violent and brief and utterly indifferent to the tiny humans watching from below.

So-Min appeared beside her, two paper cups in hand. "Hot chocolate. Ji-Woo insisted I bring you some."

"She's trying to convert me to optimism."

"Is it working?"

Seo-Yun accepted the cup. The warmth seeped into her cold fingers. "No."

"Good. Wouldn't recognize you otherwise." So-Min settled into her own chair, blowing steam from her drink. They sat in companionable silence for a moment, watching another meteor scratch its fleeting signature across the darkness.

"You ever think about dating again?" So-Min asked, casual as weather commentary.

Seo-Yun didn't flinch. She'd known this conversation was coming; it came every few months like a predictable orbit. "No."

"You say that every time."

"Because it keeps being true."

"What about that guy from the science conference? The one with the nice jaw?"

"We exchanged three sentences. One of them was about parking validation."

"And yet you remembered his jaw."

Seo-Yun drank her hot chocolate. It was too sweet, loaded with mini marshmallows that Ji-Woo had apparently included for maximum emotional impact. "I don't want to date. I don't want to... any of it. The hoping and the waiting and the slow revelation that people leave, or disappoint, or turn out to be different than you thought. I'm fine. I like my life."

"You like your telescope more than most humans."

"My telescope has never lied to me."

"Your telescope is an inanimate object."

"Exactly." Seo-Yun set down her cup. "Look. I know you mean well. I know you think I'm somehow... incomplete, or wounded, or whatever narrative you've constructed. But I'm not. I'm just someone who looked at the odds and decided the investment wasn't worth the return."

So-Min was quiet for a long moment. When she spoke, her voice had lost its teasing edge. "That's really sad, you know that?"

"It's realistic."

"Those aren't opposites."

They were, actually. Seo-Yun was fairly certain of that much. Realism was the acknowledgment that hope was a risk calculation with poor historical performance. Sadness implied there was something better available that she was missing out on, and there wasn't. There was just different configurations of the same essential loneliness, some dressed up in romance and some stripped bare like she preferred.

Another meteor fell. Then another. The shower was building toward its peak, the sky offering up increasingly frequent displays of light against darkness.

"I'm going to check on the students," Seo-Yun said, standing.

So-Min didn't stop her.

The peak arrived at 1:47 AM, according to Ji-Woo's meticulous tracking. The students lay scattered across blankets and folding chairs, faces tilted upward, collective breaths held whenever a particularly bright meteor carved its path overhead. Someone was crying, but Seo-Yun determined quickly that it was the good kind of crying—the overwhelmed-by-beauty variety—and left her alone.

She shouldn't have come. Not because it wasn't her job, but because nights like this cracked something open in her chest that she spent considerable energy keeping sealed. The sheer scale of it. The ancient light hitting retinas that hadn't existed when it began its journey. The mathematical impossibility of any of them being here to witness it, and yet here they were, small and temporary and briefly, beautifully conscious of both facts.

She moved away from the group, toward the edge of the clearing where the darkness pressed thicker and the sounds of whispered awe faded to silence. Her breath formed clouds. Her fingers were numb inside her gloves. She tilted her head back and let herself feel, just for a moment, the specific ache of wanting something she couldn't name.

A meteor split the sky. Brighter than the others. Brighter than seemed possible, leaving a trail of luminescence that lingered after the object itself had already surrendered to destruction.

Make a wish.

The thought arrived unbidden, childish, absurd. She wasn't a person who made wishes. She was a person who calculated trajectories and understood that the universe's operating system ran on laws that couldn't be petitioned by desire.

But the meteor was still burning, still visible, still offering its brief and meaningless window.

I wish, she thought, and the words felt strange even in her mind, I could see what's coming. At least then I'd know what to avoid.

It was a stupid wish. A coward's wish, really—the fantasy of foreknowledge as protection rather than the burden it would actually be. She knew this. She'd taught entire units on the psychological fallacy of control, on the human tendency to confuse prediction with power.

The meteor faded. The sky returned to its usual scattered brilliance.

Seo-Yun exhaled, feeling faintly ridiculous, and went back to doing her job.

The return bus ride was quieter, the students sedated by cold and exhaustion and the particular satisfaction of having witnessed something larger than themselves. Ji-Woo slept with her head against the window, mouth slightly open, glasses askew. So-Min had claimed the back seat this time, stretched across two chairs like a cat who'd earned her rest.

Seo-Yun sat near the front, watching the headlights cut through the predawn darkness. They'd be back at school by four, and she'd be home by five, and she'd sleep until noon and wake up to the same small apartment with the same patient telescope and the same carefully structured life that required no courage to maintain.

The thought should have been comforting. It wasn't, quite, but close enough.

She closed her eyes. Let the vibration of the engine settle into her bones. Thought about nothing, or tried to—

—and saw, sudden and sharp and impossibly vivid, a flash of image that didn't belong to her imagination:

A room she didn't recognize. Morning light through unfamiliar windows. Her own hands, older maybe, holding smaller ones. A child's voice saying something she couldn't quite hear. And underneath it all, a warmth so intense it bordered on pain, the specific emotional frequency of love so complete it erased everything else.

Her eyes snapped open. Heart pounding. Bus still moving. Students still sleeping. So-Min still snoring faintly from the back row.

A dream. Obviously. She'd been tired, and the meteor shower had done something to her subconscious, and her brain had produced a random fragment of imagery that meant nothing.

Except she didn't dream like that. Her dreams were abstract, narrative-less, the usual nighttime static of a brain processing daily input. This had been different. Specific. Visceral. Like someone else's memory pressed temporarily into her consciousness.

Like—

No. She wasn't going to do this. She wasn't going to start inventing explanations for ordinary phenomena, wasn't going to spiral into the kind of magical thinking she spent her professional life debunking. Tired brains did strange things. End of explanation.

The bus hit a familiar pothole. The city lights appeared on the horizon, glowing evidence of the world that didn't include whatever she'd just experienced.

Seo-Yun closed her eyes again. Didn't sleep. Didn't see anything else.

By the time they pulled into the school parking lot, gray dawn bleeding across the sky, she'd almost convinced herself it hadn't happened at all.

Almost.

The coffee shop near her apartment opened at six. Seo-Yun was there at six-fifteen, ordering her usual Americano from the barista whose name she'd never learned despite visiting three times weekly. He was young, college-aged probably, with the cheerful demeanor of someone who hadn't yet been disappointed enough to develop permanent skepticism.

He handed over her cup. Their fingers brushed—

And she saw:

Herself, standing in this same shop, older, laughing at something. The barista's nametag reading Jun. A feeling of comfortable familiarity, the ease of routine shared with someone recognizable.

The vision lasted less than a second. She jerked her hand back, coffee sloshing dangerously close to the rim.

"Whoa, sorry!" Jun stepped back, concerned. "Did I burn you?"

"No. No, I'm fine. Just—cold hands. Static. Sorry."

She paid quickly—too quickly, fumbling with her wallet—and escaped to a corner table where she could stare at her coffee without having to explain why her hands were shaking.

This wasn't normal. This wasn't tired-brain-weirdness. This was something else entirely, something that didn't fit into any framework she possessed for understanding the world.

She touched the table deliberately. Nothing. Just Formica, just the expected texture of cheap furniture. She touched her own wrist. Nothing. Just skin, just pulse, just the ordinary evidence of her own living body.

But when Jun walked past to serve another customer and his shoulder accidentally bumped hers—

Flash. A different scene. Same shop, different day. Him asking her something she couldn't hear. Her saying yes. The distinct flutter of possibility opening up like a door.

She grabbed her things and left.

Her apartment was too quiet. The telescope watched her from its corner, silent and judgmental. Seo-Yun paced the length of her living room six times, then seven, then gave up and sat on the couch with her head in her hands.

Options:

One: She was experiencing hallucinations caused by stress, sleep deprivation, or early-onset neurological issue. Unlikely given the specificity and trigger-dependence, but possible. Should probably schedule a doctor's appointment just in case.

Two: She was experiencing some form of psychological break. Also unlikely given her otherwise intact grasp on reality, but mental health was tricky and she shouldn't rule it out.

Three: Something had happened during the meteor shower. Something related to that stupid, childish wish she'd made on a burning rock falling through atmosphere at impossible speeds.

Three was absurd. Three was the kind of thing she'd fail a student for suggesting. Three violated every principle of evidence-based reasoning she'd built her entire worldview around.

Three was also the only explanation that accounted for the timing, the trigger mechanism, and the content of what she'd experienced.

She sat very still for a long time. Outside her window, Seoul woke up: traffic sounds and distant construction and the million small noises of people beginning their ordinary days. None of them, presumably, were seeing futures when they accidentally touched strangers.

Or maybe they were. Maybe this happened all the time and nobody talked about it because who would believe them? Maybe the world was full of people catching glimpses of possibilities and learning not to mention it, the way you learned not to mention the weird floating spots in your vision after looking at the sun.

Seo-Yun pulled out her phone. Scrolled to So-Min's contact. Started typing a message, deleted it. Typed another, deleted that too.

What would she even say? "I think I developed superpowers from wishing on a meteor"? "I'm losing my mind in a very specific and cinematic way"?

She put the phone down. Picked up her keys. Left the apartment without knowing where she was going, only that she couldn't sit still with this pressing against the inside of her skull like something trying to get out.

The morning was cold and clear. Other people walked past her, wrapped in their own concerns, touching each other constantly—handshakes and shoulder-bumps and casual contacts that sparked nothing in them, that she now knew could spark everything.

How had she lived twenty-eight years without knowing this was possible? How had she moved through the world assuming it was mundane, predictable, governed by rules she'd already memorized?

The universe, it turned out, had been hiding things from her. And she'd wished for exactly that—to see what was coming—and now she couldn't decide if she'd been granted a gift or cursed with a burden she'd never asked for in any sincere way.

Her phone buzzed. So-Min: "You okay? You seemed off this morning."

Seo-Yun stared at the screen. Typed: "Can we talk? Today if possible."

Sent it before she could reconsider.

The response came fast: "Everything okay??"

"I don't know yet."

That was the honest answer. The only answer she had. She didn't know if anything was okay, if she was okay, if the world she'd thought she understood had ever been real or if she'd simply been lucky enough to remain ignorant until now.

What she did know was that the meteor shower was over, the wish was made, and something had changed.

And whatever came next, she suspected, she'd see it coming now—whether she wanted to or not.

—-
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Chapter 2: "Collision Course"
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The faculty meeting room smelled like stale coffee and the particular desperation of educators who'd rather be anywhere else. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, casting their unflattering pallor over the assembled teachers of Seongnam Science High School—twenty-three adults arranged around a conference table scarred by years of impatient pens and spilled drinks, pretending to pay attention to Principal Kang's opening remarks about upcoming budget reviews and curriculum standardizations.

Seo-Yun sat in her usual spot, third from the left, notebook open to a blank page she had no intention of filling. Her actual attention was consumed entirely by the phenomenon she'd spent the previous fourteen hours attempting and failing to rationalize away.

She'd conducted experiments. Of course she had. It was in her nature to approach inexplicable things with systematic rigor, even when the thing itself defied every system she knew.

Results so far:

Touching inanimate objects produced nothing. No visions, no flashes, no impossible glimpses of futures that might or might not come to pass. Her coffee mug, her toothbrush, her telescope's cold metal barrel—all silent, all ordinary.

Touching herself was equally unremarkable. She'd pressed her palm to her own wrist, her cheek, the back of her own neck, and felt only the expected sensation of skin against skin. Whatever this was, it required another person as catalyst.

Which brought her to the problem of obtaining another person to test on without explaining why she needed to touch them repeatedly while taking careful notes about what she experienced.

So-Min had been her first volunteer, arriving at Seo-Yun's apartment at seven last night with takeout and the worried expression of a friend who'd received concerning text messages. Seo-Yun had fed her some vague story about experiencing "strange symptoms" and asked if she could hold her hand for a moment. So-Min, bless her, had agreed without demanding elaboration, though her eyebrows had climbed steadily higher as Seo-Yun proceeded to grip, release, and re-grip her hand seventeen times in succession while staring intently at middle distance.

The vision that came had been brief but clear: So-Min in a dress Seo-Yun had never seen, standing under a canopy of flowers, holding a bouquet. Happy. Radiantly, impossibly happy. A wedding, clearly, though Seo-Yun couldn't see who the groom was or when this supposed event might occur.

"What do you see?" So-Min had asked, patient despite the weirdness.

"You. Getting married. Eventually."

So-Min's face had done something complicated. "That's... not actually in my current plans?"

"Futures aren't guarantees," Seo-Yun had said, hearing her own voice echo the words she was still trying to convince herself were true. "Just possibilities."

They'd spent three more hours talking after that, So-Min asking questions and Seo-Yun doing her best to answer them honestly, which meant admitting how little she understood about what was happening to her. By ten o'clock, they'd exhausted both the topic and Seo-Yun's emotional capacity for vulnerability, and So-Min had gone home with instructions to tell no one and a promise from Seo-Yun to figure this out.

She hadn't figured it out. She'd slept poorly, waking repeatedly from dreams she couldn't remember, and now she sat in a faculty meeting with dark circles under her eyes and a secret pressing against the inside of her ribs like something trying to escape.

"—and finally," Principal Kang was saying, "I'd like to introduce our new Physics teacher, who's joining us mid-semester to cover Mr. Cha's leave of absence. Everyone, please welcome Kim Ji-Hoon."

The words registered slowly, filtered through the fog of Seo-Yun's distraction. New teacher. Physics department. Mid-semester replacement. These were facts she should probably care about, given that she worked in the science department and would likely interact with this person professionally.

She looked up.

And then she kept looking, because the man stepping forward to bow politely to the assembled faculty was—not what she'd expected. Not that she'd had expectations, exactly, but if she had, they wouldn't have included the particular combination of features now presenting themselves to her retinas.

He was tall. Taller than average, at least, with the kind of shoulders that suggested regular physical activity without veering into aggressive athleticism. His hair was black, neatly cut, slightly longer than the conservative style most male teachers favored. His face was—

Seo-Yun stopped that line of thought before it could develop into anything embarrassing. He was a colleague. A new coworker. An individual whose physical attributes were professionally irrelevant regardless of how much they collectively aligned with preferences she definitely didn't have because she didn't have preferences because she didn't date and didn't want to date and wasn't interested in any of that.

"Kim Ji-Hoon," he said, his voice low and steady with an undertone of warmth that seemed to radiate outward like heat from a sun. "I'm grateful for the opportunity to join your school. Please take care of me."

Standard introduction. Standard politeness. Nothing remarkable except for the way something in Seo-Yun's chest tightened inexplicably when he smiled, which was a physiological response she immediately filed under "stress-induced anomaly" and refused to examine further.

Principal Kang began explaining his background—prestigious university, previous position at a specialized academy in Busan, transfer for personal reasons that weren't elaborated upon. Seo-Yun should have been listening. Should have been noting down relevant professional details. Instead she found herself watching the way he stood, the slight tilt of his head when Principal Kang mentioned something about the physics curriculum, the way his hands hung relaxed at his sides, long-fingered and capable-looking.

Stop it, she told herself firmly. You're being ridiculous.

He glanced around the room, making eye contact with various colleagues, acknowledging their presence with small nods. When his gaze swept past Seo-Yun's section of the table, she looked down at her notebook as if something fascinating had suddenly appeared on its blank page.

The meeting continued. Budget discussions. Scheduling conflicts. The ongoing debate about whether to renovate the second-floor laboratories or allocate funds to new computing equipment. Normal topics. Mundane concerns. The kind of administrative minutiae that filled hours without requiring meaningful engagement.

Seo-Yun participated minimally, contributing when called upon and otherwise maintaining the appearance of attentiveness while her mind churned through yesterday's events like a processor stuck on an unsolvable equation. The visions. The touch-triggered flashes of possible futures. The implications she was terrified to fully consider.

There had to be a logical explanation. There always was. The universe didn't simply start behaving differently because someone made a wish on a meteor; that was the kind of thinking that led to astrology and crystal healing and other pseudosciences she'd built her career debunking.

But the logical explanation remained stubbornly elusive, and now here she was, sitting in a fluorescent-lit room with twenty-two colleagues and one new stranger whose existence shouldn't matter to her at all—

"The Astronomy and Physics departments will be collaborating on an interdisciplinary unit this semester," Principal Kang announced, pulling Seo-Yun abruptly back to the present. "Given the natural overlap between our astronomy curriculum and certain physics concepts, we thought it would be valuable for students to see how the disciplines connect. I'll be assigning partners shortly."

Oh no.

Seo-Yun felt the blood drain from her face. Collaborative project. Partners. Working closely with someone from the Physics department, which meant—

"Min Seo-Yun," Principal Kang said, consulting her list, "you'll be paired with Kim Ji-Hoon, since you're both teaching the upper-level science tracks and your schedules align most naturally."

The room spun very slightly. Or possibly that was just Seo-Yun's equilibrium finally giving up under the accumulated stress of the past thirty-six hours.

Kim Ji-Hoon—Ji-Hoon, she supposed she should think of him, since they were apparently going to be working together—turned in her direction. Their eyes met for the first time since his introduction.

He had nice eyes. Dark brown, slightly narrowed as if he was perpetually on the verge of smiling. The kind of eyes that suggested he found the world more amusing than alarming, which was a perspective Seo-Yun had never managed to adopt and secretly envied in those who could.

"I look forward to working with you," he said, addressing her directly. His voice carried across the space between them, warm and genuine and somehow specifically targeted at her in a way that made her skin prickle with awareness.

She opened her mouth to respond. Something professional. Something appropriate. What emerged instead was: "Mm."

Mm. She'd said mm. Like a malfunctioning appliance. Like someone whose social skills had spontaneously evaporated under pressure.

Ji-Hoon's smile twitched wider, as if he found her monosyllabic response charming rather than concerning. "Should we exchange contact information after the meeting? We can discuss how to approach the collaboration."

"Yes. Good. That makes sense." Words. Actual words, forming coherent sentences. She was recovering. Probably.

The meeting wound down eventually, colleagues dispersing with the relieved energy of prisoners granted parole. Seo-Yun gathered her things with exaggerated focus, hoping to escape before Ji-Hoon could approach her directly. She needed time. Time to process. Time to remember how to function like a normal human being around attractive men who were going to be working with her closely for the foreseeable future.

This was fine. Everything was fine. She'd faced bigger challenges than this. She'd defended her master's thesis in front of a panel of professors who seemed personally offended by her existence. She'd survived her parents' divorce without becoming a statistic. She could absolutely handle collaborating with one handsome physicist without making a complete fool of herself.

The plan was simple: exchange information briefly and professionally, establish clear boundaries regarding their working relationship, retreat to the safety of her classroom where she could panic in private. Flawless. Uncomplicated. Guaranteed success.

She made it almost to the door before disaster struck.

The corridor outside the meeting room was narrow, designed for single-file traffic at best. At change-of-meeting exodus, it became a bottleneck of bodies jostling for position, everyone trying to reach their classrooms or offices or coffee machines before the next period began. Seo-Yun navigated the crowd with practiced efficiency, keeping her notebook pressed against her chest like armor.

Someone called her name—Lim Yuna from Chemistry, wanting to confirm something about lab scheduling—and Seo-Yun turned to respond at the exact moment that Ji-Hoon, approaching from the opposite direction, reached for the door handle she was inadvertently blocking.

Their hands collided.

His fingers brushed across the back of her hand, light as paper, accidental as gravity—

And the world shattered.

Not literally. Not in any way that the other people in the hallway would notice. But inside Seo-Yun's consciousness, reality folded like origami, and suddenly she was somewhere else entirely.

A kitchen. Small, cluttered, morning light streaming through windows she didn't recognize. Pots hanging from hooks. A coffee maker gurgling on the counter. And in the center of it all, moving to music she couldn't hear, two figures dancing—or attempting to dance—with the graceless enthusiasm of people who didn't know how but didn't care.

One of them was her. Older, maybe, or maybe just happier, which created similar visual effects. Laughing, mouth open, eyes bright with something she hadn't seen in her own reflection for years.

The other figure was him. Ji-Hoon. Moving with her, laughing with her, his hands positioned at her waist in a way that suggested familiarity and comfort and the kind of intimacy that developed over time, through shared mornings and private jokes and the slow accumulation of knowing another person completely.

The feeling that accompanied the vision hit her like a wave: love. Not the dramatic, cinematic version she'd seen in films and dismissed as unrealistic. This was quieter. Deeper. The love of someone who had chosen, daily and deliberately, to build a life with another person. Contentment layered over passion layered over trust layered over joy, all of it compressed into a single emotional frequency that vibrated through every cell of her body.

It was the most beautiful thing she'd ever experienced.

It was also, she realized with dawning horror, completely unbearable.

She yanked her hand back as if burned. The kitchen vanished. The corridor returned. Ji-Hoon stood in front of her, his expression shifting from polite to concerned to something she couldn't read because she was too busy trying to remember how breathing worked.

"Are you okay?" he asked. His voice came from far away, or possibly that was just her hearing cutting out in response to acute psychological distress. "You went very pale."

"Fine." The word scraped out of her throat like broken glass. "I'm fine. Just—dizzy. Low blood sugar. Didn't eat breakfast."

It was a lie. She'd eaten breakfast. Toast with peanut butter, the same thing she ate every morning because predictability was comforting and comfort was in short supply lately.

Ji-Hoon didn't seem to detect the deception. His brow furrowed with concern that felt disproportionately touching given that they'd known each other for approximately four minutes. "There's a vending machine near the staff lounge. Can I get you something?" 

"No need. Really. I'll just—" She gestured vaguely toward her classroom, which was somewhere. Possibly in this building. Hopefully. "Sit down. For a minute."

"Do you want me to walk you? In case you feel faint again?"

No. The answer should have been no. She should decline, create distance, protect herself from any future accidental contact that might produce more visions like the one she was still reeling from.

"Okay," she heard herself say instead.

Traitor, she thought at her own mouth. Actual traitor.

They walked together down the crowded corridor, Seo-Yun acutely aware of the space between them—the inches she was maintaining like a forcefield, the proximity that still felt too close after what she'd seen. Ji-Hoon matched her pace easily, his stride longer than hers but adjusted to accommodate her shorter legs. Considerate. Annoyingly considerate.

"So," he said, breaking the silence that had stretched between them, "Principal Kang mentioned you run the astronomy club. I've heard good things about it from the students."

"We try to make astronomy accessible. Show them that science doesn't have to be abstract—it's happening all around them, they just need to learn to look up."

"That's a nice philosophy."

"It's a practical one. Engagement improves retention. Students care more about concepts they can connect to their lived experience."

He made a sound that might have been amusement. "You're very... direct."

"Direct is efficient."

"Efficient isn't always best, though. Sometimes the scenic route has value."

She glanced at him sideways, trying to determine if he was mocking her. His expression gave nothing away—still that half-smile, that hint of warmth that seemed to exist independently of whatever words he was speaking.

"Some of us have destinations to reach," she said. "Scenic routes are luxuries we can't afford."

"That sounds like the voice of experience speaking." His tone shifted slightly, losing some of its lightness. "Expensive experiences, maybe."

Before she could respond—they'd reached her classroom door, thank god, escape imminent—he stopped walking and turned
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