
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


When Stars Align
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Chapter One: Under the Same Sky
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Pate had never been good at wishing on stars.

He knew the science—light-years, burning gas, inevitability. He knew that whatever shimmered above him tonight had already happened long before he ever looked up. Still, he stood on the rooftop of his apartment building with his hands tucked into the pockets of his jacket, neck craned toward the sky, feeling something uncomfortably close to hope lodge itself in his chest.

The city was quieter than usual. Not silent—never that—but softened. Traffic hummed instead of roared. Somewhere below, a radio played low and tinny, a love song he didn’t recognize. Above it all, the sky stretched wide and impossibly clear, stars scattered like careless promises.

Pate exhaled slowly.

Thirty-two years old. A job he was good at. A life that worked.

And yet.

He told himself he came up here for the meteor shower everyone online had been talking about. That this was just curiosity, just something to do instead of sitting alone on his couch pretending he wasn’t lonely. But the truth sat heavier than that. He’d come because nights like this made him feel less... sealed off. Like the universe might notice him if he stood still long enough.

He didn’t believe in fate. Not really.

But he believed in patterns. And lately, his had been empty.

Pate leaned against the railing, the metal cold through his jacket. His phone buzzed in his pocket—an email from work, no doubt—but he ignored it. Tonight wasn’t for obligations. Tonight was for standing under the stars and letting himself feel the ache he spent most days carefully avoiding.

Someone laughed behind him.

Pate turned, surprised. The rooftop wasn’t private, but it was rarely used this late. A few steps away stood a small group—three people, bundled in coats, pointing excitedly at the sky. One of them said something about Orion, another corrected them, and Pate smiled faintly despite himself.

He watched as a streak of light tore briefly across the darkness.

“Oh,” someone breathed.

Pate felt it too—that quick, shared intake of wonder. Gone almost as soon as it appeared, leaving the sky unchanged and his chest strangely tight.

He stayed a while longer, counting seconds between shooting stars, until the cold finally seeped through his bones. When he headed for the stairwell, he didn’t know that just a few miles away, someone else was looking at the same sky and feeling the same pull.



Lloyd had always loved nights like this.

He lay back on the hood of his car, hands folded behind his head, boots crossed at the ankles, and let the universe sprawl above him. The overlook was technically closed after midnight, but the gate was more suggestion than rule, and Lloyd had never been good at staying away from beautiful things.

The air smelled like pine and damp earth. The city lights below blurred into a soft glow, and above—God, above—everything felt possible.

“Okay,” he murmured to the stars, half-smiling. “I’m here.”

He didn’t know who he was talking to. The universe, maybe. Himself. Whoever might be listening.

Lloyd had driven out here on impulse, the kind that hit him when his apartment felt too small and his thoughts too loud. He’d been back in the city for six months now—back where he grew up, back where memories waited around every corner—and some days it felt like progress, while others felt like standing still.

He believed in signs. Always had. Not the flashy kind, not voices or visions, but quiet alignments. Right songs at the right moments. People who showed up when you needed them. The feeling that maybe you weren’t as alone as you thought.

A meteor flashed overhead, brilliant and brief.

Lloyd sat up, heart thudding. “Okay,” he said again, a little more seriously this time. “I see you.”

He laughed at himself, brushing dirt off his palms as he climbed down from the car. The night was cold, but in a way that felt clean. Resetting. He checked his phone—no new messages—and slipped it back into his pocket without disappointment. He was used to being the one who reached out first. Used to wanting more than other people seemed able to give.

What he wasn’t used to was the sudden certainty, sharp and inexplicable, that something was about to change.



They missed each other by less than ten minutes.

Pate stopped at the all-night café on the corner of Maple and Third, the one with mismatched chairs and a chalkboard menu that never quite made sense. He ordered black coffee, took it to go, and stood by the window for a moment, watching the street.

Lloyd walked in just after Pate left.

He shook out his hair, cheeks pink from the cold, and smiled at the barista like they were old friends. Ordered tea. Glanced toward the window, drawn by a feeling he couldn’t name.

Outside, Pate hesitated before crossing the street. He had the oddest sensation—like he’d forgotten something important. He turned slightly, gaze sweeping the café interior, and for half a second his eyes landed on Lloyd’s reflection in the glass.

Just a blur. A shape. Warmth.

Then the light changed, and Pate stepped forward, the moment dissolving into the flow of the night.

Inside, Lloyd picked up his cup and frowned faintly, struck by a sudden, hollow feeling. Like he’d arrived just after the best part was over.

“Everything okay?” the barista asked.

“Yeah,” Lloyd said, smiling automatically. “Just... thought I saw someone.”



Their first real meeting happened an hour later, under flickering streetlights and a sky that refused to stop dazzling.

Pate was halfway home when he heard someone swear softly behind him. He turned just in time to see a man crouching by the curb, papers scattered at his feet, a notebook splayed open like it had taken a fall harder than its owner intended.

“Hey,” Pate said, already moving. “You okay?”

The man looked up, startled—and something in Pate’s chest stuttered.

Dark eyes. Kind, but sharp. A face that felt... familiar, somehow, though Pate was certain they’d never met. The stranger laughed, a little embarrassed.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Just—apparently terrible at holding onto things.”

Pate crouched too, gathering loose pages. He noticed sketches—stars, charts, half-written thoughts. “Astronomy?”

“More like astrology-adjacent chaos,” the man said. “I’m Lloyd.”

“Pate,” he replied, handing the notebook back.

Their fingers brushed.

It was nothing. Barely a touch. Still, Pate felt it like a spark, quick and startling, and Lloyd inhaled sharply, eyes flicking up.

They stood there for a beat too long.

“Nice night,” Lloyd said, glancing skyward, like he needed the reminder.

“Yeah,” Pate agreed. “Feels... bigger than usual.”

Lloyd smiled at that, something soft and curious. “You feel it too?”

Pate hesitated. He didn’t usually admit things like that to strangers. But tonight—tonight had already loosened something in him.

“I think so,” he said.

Another meteor streaked overhead, bright and bold, as if on cue.

Lloyd laughed quietly. “Well. That feels on the nose.”

Pate surprised himself by smiling back.

They said goodbye moments later, polite and restrained, as though neither of them trusted what lingered beneath the surface. Lloyd watched Pate walk away, the back of his jacket disappearing into shadow, and felt a strange certainty settle in his bones.

Some connections didn’t announce themselves loudly.

Some began like this—small, almost missed, written softly against the night.

Above them, the stars kept moving.

And somewhere between logic and longing, two lives had just shifted into the same orbit.
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Chapter Two: Crossing Orbits

[image: ]




Pate saw Lloyd again the next morning and told himself—very firmly—not to read anything into it.

The city was full of people. Patterns overlapped. Paths crossed all the time. That was how cities worked. That was how life worked. There was no reason his chest should tighten the second he recognized the curve of that smile across the crowded farmer’s market.
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