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It was the precise, offensive confidence in his stride that always made me want to tear up my own data sheets. Alfonz moved through the narrow aisles of the botanical conservatory as if the entire cast-iron structure had been built solely to frame his movements. His tall, athletic build was a stark contrast to the delicate, weeping fronds of the giant ferns that brushed against his shoulders. He wore a simple gray t-shirt today, the thin cotton fabric already clinging to his chest in the heavy warmth of the glasshouse.

“You’re calibrating the spectrograph incorrectly, Tina,” he said, his voice smooth and entirely too calm. He didn’t look up from his tablet.

I gritted my teeth, adjusting my grip on the glass pipette. “I’ve been calibrating these instruments since you were in middle school, Alfonz. I think I know how to measure a volatile molecular compound.”

“And yet, you’re still using the baseline parameters from the spring study,” he replied. He finally looked at me, those striking green eyes catching the filtered light that fell through the wet glass panels above. “The summer humidity shifts the absorption rate. If you don’t account for the saturated air, your entire thesis on the jasmine’s volatile organic compounds will be flawed.”

He was correct, of course. It infuriated me. At forty-nine, with a distinguished career and a wall of academic publications, I shouldn’t have felt this ridiculous, heat-inducing irritation toward a twenty-six-year-old associate researcher. But Alfonz wasn’t just any associate. He was brilliant, relentlessly ambitious, and entirely too aware of the effect his presence had on the room.

Above us, the sky darkened with a sudden, violent intensity. It was a classic mid-August storm, swift and heavy. A loud clap of thunder rattled the cast-iron frames of the greenhouse, followed immediately by the roar of water. The rain fell in massive sheets, instantly turning the transparent glass panels of the dome into a blurred, gray canvas. The world outside disappeared, swallowed by the downpour. Inside, the air transformed. The moisture levels skyrocketed, wrapping around us like a warm, damp blanket. The rich, earthy smell of wet soil rose from the planters, mingling with the sweet, intoxicating scent of the jasmine blooming on the trellises behind us. It was a thick, heavy perfume, almost dizzying in its concentration.

“Well,” Alfonz said, setting his tablet down on the steel workbench. “It looks like we’re not going back to the department offices anytime soon. The main path is likely flooded by now.”

I wiped a bead of sweat from my temple, my short red hair curling tightly against my neck in the dampness. “We’ve got enough backup power for the instruments. I’m not leaving this batch of samples anyway.”

“Still stubborn,” he murmured, taking a step closer to my station.

“It’s called dedication,” I retorted, though my voice carried less bite than I intended. The sheer volume of the rain drumming against the glass canopy was deafening, forcing us to stand closer just to hear one another. The space between us, usually guarded by academic decorum and professional rivalry, felt suddenly compressed.

I turned back to the workstation, focusing intensely on the glass vials. The jasmine extract was a pale, amber liquid. Under the microscope, its crystalline structure was supposed to reveal the unique bonding patterns we had been debating for months. Alfonz moved to stand right beside me. I could smell him now, beneath the heavy floral scent of the jasmine. He smelled of rain, clean soap, and the faint, warm scent of his skin. The heat radiating from his body felt like a physical force in the humid air.

“Let me see,” he said softly.

Instead of stepping aside, I remained where I was, forcing him to lean over my shoulder to look through the eyepieces. His chest brushed against my back for a fleeting second, a brief point of contact that sent a sharp wave of heat straight to my core. I froze, my breath catching in my chest. He didn’t pull away. He hovered there, his gaze fixed on the microscope slide, his hand resting on the edge of the metal table just inches from my own. His fingers were long, dark, and perfectly manicured.

“The lipid envelope is still intact,” he observed, his voice lower now, vibrating slightly in his chest. “You were right about the extraction temperature. It preserved the bonds.”

“I told you,” I said, though the triumph I should have felt was completely overshadowed by the intense awareness of his proximity. My heart hammered against my ribs. I looked up from the workstation, turning my head slightly. Our faces were only inches apart. Up close, I could see the fine gold flecks in his green eyes, the smooth texture of his skin, and the slight parting of his lips. He was looking at me, not the microscope. The professional mask he usually wore had slipped, replaced by an expression that was heavy, intense, and entirely unmistakable.

“The storm’s not going to let up for hours,” he murmured, his gaze tracing the line of my jaw down to my collarbone, where a drop of sweat had gathered.

My hand was still resting on the edge of the desk. He slowly moved his hand, his fingers brushing against mine before fully covering them. The contrast was beautiful. My hand, pale and lined with the subtle marks of experience, was held firmly in his broad, dark hand. The heat of his skin was intoxicating. I felt a familiar, long-suppressed ache tightening in my chest. For two years, we had masked this attraction with intellectual sparring, hiding behind peer reviews, data sets, and sharp-tongued critiques. But trapped in this glass cage, with the tropical heat pressing in on us, the academic pretense was rapidly dissolving.

“We shouldn’t,” I said, though the words lacked any real conviction.

“Shouldn’t what?” he asked, his voice low and teasing. He stepped even closer, his free hand rising to touch the side of my neck. His fingers were cool against my heated skin, sending a delicious wave of anticipation through me.

“We’re rivals, Alfonz. We’re supposed to be competing for the grant.”

“The grant can wait,” he whispered. His thumb stroked my jawline, tilting my face up slightly. “I’m tired of competing with you, Tina.”

I had spent decades building my reputation. In the academic world, a woman of my age had to be twice as sharp, twice as relentless, to maintain her standing. I had built a fortress of intellect around myself, allowing no room for distractions, let alone personal complications with a younger colleague. Alfonz was everything I had trained myself to avoid. He was young, he was confident, and he possessed a talent that threatened my own position. Yet, as I looked up at him, the fortress felt incredibly fragile, built of thin glass just like the dome above us, ready to shatter under the weight of the storm.

“You’re thinking too much,” Alfonz said, his voice breaking through my thoughts. He had a way of reading my expressions, a skill he had honed during our endless debates in the department meeting rooms. “I can practically hear the gears turning in your head, Tina. Let them rest for once.”

“I can’t just turn it off, Alfonz,” I said, my voice softer now. “My mind is how I survive.”

“Then let me help you
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