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And where will she go and what shall she do

When midnight comes around?

― The Velvet Underground & Nico, All Tomorrow’s Parties
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Hanging Camera









Location: New Hampshire Route 123

Bortle 3, UTC-4, Day, May 18

Astro Dark: 21:15 - 04:08
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Roma Xaviera Zuleima




Emmaline does all the night driving for our astro imaging sessions, so I stole my mom’s Honda for a daytrip to scout out this so-called “secret awesome” location Zach told us about. Not really stealing. Just taking without asking. My mother’s a nurse, works all night, sleeps most of the day. Probably not going to need the old car while the sun is in the sky.

I do need it—to hold up my end of the bargain. Secure location scouting is something I can commit to the cause.

I mostly contribute my technical expertise, but it’s Em’s gear we’re using every clear night—her scope, her cooled monochrome camera, her narrowband filters, her EQ mount. I’m her “technical”—without owning any of that expensive gear. I program her astro controllers and keep them free of malware. I calculate optimal sequences for selected deep sky targets. I cover the power and comms—the realtime satellite push to DPLOTs. I manage our phones, swapping them out on a random schedule. I also do drone recon when we’re in the field. And I personally choose and codename our secure locations—where we do our astro thing.

That’s why we’re ninety minutes west of the city, with me pushing the car well over the speed limit most of the way. Now that we’re close, I’m keeping it under thirty, cruising along Route 123, or as the posted street sign marked it, Stoddard Road.

Emmaline, already leaning forward to look up at the canopy of trees overhead—and making a disagreeable face, reaches over to clutch my arm. “Roma, slow down. It’s right around here.”

I’m looking too. The woods are pretty thick, trunks of pines and beeches, a few maples right up to the road. Nothing that looks like a meadow with enough open sky for our astrophotography—unless someone’s done some clear-cutting behind these road-hugging walls of trees. I say, “Is that Moose Brook?”

Barely a whisper from Em. “Moose Brook, yeah. Should be just up around this bend.”

We both hold our breath. We pass a wide dirt road on our right, heading into shadowy green forest. I glance up in the rearview to see that we’re still alone out here on Stoddard Road, and I slow to a crawl, breathing again. “Can’t be.”

Emmaline looks down at her phone, zooms in, shakes her head, her long dark hair tumbling forward over her shoulders, hiding her face. “No, that’s Willard Pond Road. Unpaved.” She waves ahead. “Keep going. Should be just a bit farther.”

With a little nudge the Honda eases forward, following the road at a slow walking pace.

I see it. “There we are.”

I pull the wheel right, no warning, and Emmaline grabs for the door handle. Her phone slides off her knees to the floor.

I’m leaning into her for support, gripping the wheel, stopping the car at an opening between two trees. A few recently broken stems and torn leaves—still green—are the only sign that this might be a way through. “Sorry, would have missed it.”

It could be a deer path, not quite wide enough for the Honda, but it’s mostly brush and low tree branches extending into the space. So, I go for it.

There’s a slight grade to the trail, climbing through the thicket, matted layers of leaves and the stalks of baneberries scraping along the driver and passenger side windows. The minor elevation isn’t a problem. Not sure about the narrow way in, but this place is supposed to have an excellent southern sky view. To the north, according to Zach, it’s good enough for the lower circumpolar targets like Cepheus, but we’ll have to get out here later in the year, when Orion’s up in the south.

Em’s looking ahead through a blockade of branches and leaves, head canted to one side as if she’s trying to see through them—or to make sure I don’t run my mom’s car into a tree. “Zach said it’s about a quarter mile in from Stoddard.”

Zach’s one of the grad students we occasionally see on Mondays and Thursdays at the University of New Hampshire Manchester Astro Community—UNH-MAC, a club for astronomy nerds, mostly undergrads like me and Em, but there are a few grads and even some alumni old timers, mostly visual astronomers with their Dobs, talking about the days when they made their own telescope mirrors, coarse and fine grinding, cerium oxide polishing, crazy stuff. Of course, I’ve thought about DIY. I’m in software and electrical engineering, embedded computing, but soldering irons and circuit boards are as close as I get to the hardware side, to the precision optical finishing and CNC milling those old guys are so good at.

We emerge from the less-than-car-width undergrowth. I stop just inside the clearing and pause to look around a wide field of wild grass. It’s beautiful, exactly what we’re looking for. I say, “Not even a quarter mile in. More like a hundred meters up from the road.” I unclip the seatbelt and turn in my seat, one hand on Em’s shoulder for leverage. Looking back, the ranks of trees between us and Stoddard are solid, a hundred-meter wall of foliage to hide us from anyone driving along the road below. Most of this is deciduous. Wonder what you can see from the road in winter—with the leaves gone? “This looks really good.”

Em glances over as I turn back to scan the open grassy field through the windshield. She says, “You have a codename for it yet?”

“Fortify5Fry.”

She gives me a soft smile, one corner of her mouth tightening. She doesn’t need to tell me she likes the name, and that she likes having me out here with her—she’s made it explicitly clear that she wouldn’t be doing this at all if I wasn’t here to keep her safe. With my drones, my machine hacking skills, and my minimal understanding of how the bad guys are supposed to operate—the corporate shadow enforcement squads, their biomechanical autonomous hunters, their attack drones.

And she splits the DPLOTs earnings with me.

It’s her name on the Ferrous-Knightley financial compensation agreement. I have full access to her Ferro-K account, but Emmaline’s the one who’s actually signed on to risk her life, hiking into the wilderness to set up her telescope, camera, and other gear, capturing the deep sky targets they specify. For cash and tech benefits.

In other words, if you can get out here under the stars often enough, survive the deadly things in the night, and if the weather behaves, the cash compensation for submitting imaging data is probably enough to live on—food, rent, EV charging fees, and the occasional astro gear upgrade. Beyond that, if—and that’s a big “if” —you manage to capture something interesting in your narrowband data, the return can be massive.

Depending on what you acquire—crisis guidance forecasting, wildly advanced technology plans, interplanetary drives, undreamt of methods for generating power, that sort of thing. Or even just the right new piece of valuable and decipherable information that will guide humanity toward a better future. If you capture something like that, you might be able to walk away from this with enough to. . . like I’d ever willingly walk away from this.

“Hey.” Emmaline reaches over, moves a loose strand of hair behind my ear, pulls me into the present. I have the rest of it braided up, recon-ready. She says, “Let’s go. I want to make sure Fortify5Fry is as secret and awesome and secluded as Zach claims.”

I thumb the power button on the Honda, crank open my door. “I’ll get the drone in the air. Give me a sec.”

Emmaline leaves the passenger door wide open, strides right toward the center of the field, tall and proud, head tilted back. She’s looking up into the blue to the north, doing a quick estimate of a 43° angle, where Polaris, the North Star, the “Pole Star” is in the sky. It makes northern hemisphere astro a bit easier than southern I suppose, because Polaris is only 4° off the NCP—the North Celestial Pole.

Walking to the front of the car, plugging in the drone’s battery, I look up to see a gust of wind catch Emmaline’s long black hair, pulling it free and lifting it like a banner over this new territory we’re claiming. I can’t look away. She’s glowing in the sunlight, her face radiant. But I see the set of her brows and the concerned press of her lips, head tilted slightly like she’s listening for something the field doesn’t want to give up.

“Yeah, too good to be true, right?” I know what she’s thinking. “Who else did Zach talk to about this incredible place?”

A minute later I’m sitting on the hood of my mom’s Honda, knees up, boots on the bumper. I pull down the FPV headset over half my face, thumb the controls, and start a perimeter check with the drone. I’m running with the quiet blades, and a quarter way along the east side of the field I lose track of it—by sound. I can see what it’s seeing, flying low and fast, the goggles showing me the grass ripping under me at almost a hundred kilometers an hour—and it can go faster. I’ll do a quick loop, and then a slow recon run, see if anything looks out of place, any breaks in predictable terrain details, biological traces in or through the underbrush and wild grass—trails or pathways, broken stems, branches bent by coyotes, foxes, bears, autonomous military hardware, or worse, humans.

I hear Emmaline returning, moving through the grass toward me, feel her lean against the car on my right. She whispers into the cool spring breeze, “I like it. A little frightening at first sight—too exposed, almost too wide open, but the field of view from the center is perfect. Like Zach said, great southern sky access.”

Then she sees something in my expression, what she can see of it with the goggles.

Her hand slides to the middle of my back, supporting me. “Roma, what is it?”

I suppress a shudder and push off the hood.

“Em, get down.” The voice doesn’t sound like mine, but it is mine, a low, commanding growl. And then we’re both crouching in the wild grass in front of my mom’s car.

Emmaline’s terrified whisper is just loud enough to hear above her quick breathing. “What do you see?”

I slow my drone almost to a stop, let it hover just above the tallest stalks of grass, facing the forest on the northwest side. “Sure, tell me that’s not a trap.”

It was the bright flash of red anodized aluminum that caught my eye, and I circled back to get a clearer view. Carefully bringing the drone up to peer through a fan of birch branches, I can see it now, clearly, a bright red metallic cylinder the diameter of the palm of my hand. Several millimeters of black aluminum ring the bottom, facing the ground—the side with the sensor. The astro camera hangs from a tree branch by a twist of neon yellow high-cap USB cable, still plugged into the main data port.

“It’s a camera. Broken, I think. Looks like one of the newer fullframe cooled monochromes. Pretty roughed up. There’s a crease along one side and another angled cut through the heatsink.”

I get a little closer. Yeah. Something sharp and steel has cut through the black-painted heatsink vanes, exposing the raw, bright aluminum underneath. And someone—or something—has hung this camera from a tree branch at eye-level, maybe to lure in a less wary hiker looking to score some free astro gear?

I can hear Emmaline’s cautious voice—from a year ago—telling me that I always look beyond. And me scowling and thinking beyond what? But I know what she means. Don’t have to tell me twice.

I give my drone a little push and slide easily through a gap in the birch branches.

“There. Someone was attacked here. Probably by a rauplunder. Deep claw marks through the bark of the tree with the hanging camera. Don’t know what the. . .” I move into the space between the trees and stop, jerk my thumbs away from the controls, suck in a breath and lose my balance, dropping to my knees.

Emmaline grabs me, holding me up by the shoulders.

“We got to go, Em. There’s blood. A lot of it. A broken tripod leg, pieces of other stuff—don’t know what it used to be. It’s just torn and twisted dark blue plastic now. Maybe a hardcase, a backpack? Grass has been stomped down. I’ve seen enough.”

Thumbs back on the controls, I ease my drone away from the scattered broken gear, the deep indents in the ground, and the pools of blood. Once I’m in the clear, I plug in the command to do a speedrun home.

The drone comes rocketing across the field, directly at me. When it gets here, it’ll just hover overhead and wait for my next move.

Without pulling up the headset, I dig in my pocket and hand Emmaline the Honda’s key fob. “You want to turn us around, get us ready to go? I’m going to shoot over the treeline and check Stoddard Road, see if anyone’s followed us—if anyone’s out there waiting.”

We move quickly and quietly. I confirm that our retreat is clear. Em turns the Honda around, nose aimed into the opening of the downhill path to Stoddard, the road that will take us away from here. I get the drone back on its skid in the backseat, slam the door, take the wheel, and we’re clear.

The drive back is quiet. I keep it around the speed limit, and we don’t say more than a few cautious words until we hit 136, between Greenfield and Francetown. My return driving plan is to take Route 3 and come into Manchester from the northwest—not the way I drove out to Fortify5Fry. I watch a couple vehicles pass by in the westbound lane—one of them an unmarked blue van, which triggers a quick jolt of fear. Watching it shrinking into the distance in the rearview, it’s a brighter shade, not that dull institutional navy blue of a PNF kill squad.

Eyes back on the road, I’m trying to remember if Emmaline has a rule for planning routes to and from astro sites, something about driving and unpredictability.

Doesn’t matter. We’re safe now.
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Emmaline Kojima-Patterson




I always feel like I’m frightened enough for both of us. Roma’s fearless—and not always in a good way. She’s driving like nothing happened back there. Rule number 22 is if something doesn’t feel right, it probably isn’t—time to get out of there, and 21 is about locations—or anything—being too good to be true.

Roma looks over, reads something in my face. “Hey.” Her tone is concerned, and she shakes her head a fraction. “I don’t like recommended sites either. You never know who else knows about them. But we had to check it out.” She shrugs. “Glad we did too. Now we know. Fortify5Fry is blown—for good. Per rule 22.”

I’m already moving past the rules. “What about Zach?”

“We’ll tell him not to go back, doesn’t matter how awesome the southern view is.” Roma glances my way, sees my look and knows what I mean. Then swings her head side to side, lips pressed together firmly—seen her do that a hundred times and be right. She says, “Zach’s been doing this longer than we have. He’s careful.”

I sigh and can’t help saying, “So are we. Doesn’t mean that’s enough.”

I look over for a reaction.

The sun coming through the windshield flashes across her face and blue reflective lenses, her expression intense and unyielding, dark braided hair falling over one shoulder, “mission-time braids”—what she does with her hair to get ready for FPV drone flying. I can’t see her eyes behind the sunglasses, but I know her so well. Everything about her is focused, locked in, braced to hold back the chaos that’s always brewing in her mind. Sometimes it gets away from her.

Without taking her eyes from the road, Roma lifts her phone from the center cup holder, unlocks it, and hands it to me. She says, “Pull the drone video. See if there’s anything I missed—or if you recognize something in the broken gear.”

Her voice is steady, with the same bold energy she brings to everything she touches—wish I could bring the same energy, be a little more like her, so grounded, and so unapologetically sure of herself.

I take her phone and slide through the video. A few minutes of silence and then I can’t hold in my reaction, a hiss of an indrawn breath.

Roma does a quick glance my way. “What is it?”

“There’s a piece of what might be a UNH-MAC sticker on the tripod leg. Not sure. Yeah, I don’t know what the pieces of blue plastic used to be, but that tripod leg could be part of a heavy-duty Halley Astro, one of the beefy carbon fiber ones.” I shudder as the view in the video moves closer to the carnage. “A lot of fresh blood. Holy shit, that’s so much blood.”

I swipe up the app, look away from the screen, drop her phone into the cupholder.

Roma looks over, gives me a quick scan from behind her sunglasses. “We’re on campus tomorrow. We’ll check at the Club.”

Then her eyes are back on the road.

I nod and the minutes tick by, old and comforting landmarks sliding past the windows. But I don’t feel safe until we’re really back in the city, driving the streets we use every day.

The next big question shoves its way to the surface. “How do you feel about tonight?”

Roma’s leaning into the wheel, face set with tension. She shakes her head, glances up at the sky as if she needs to check. “Tonight’s not good, weatherwise. Clouds moving in early. Supposed to hang around through tomorrow.” She lifts a shoulder, half a shrug. “It’ll give me time to do some new location discovery. Day after tomorrow looks good. Text me later.”

I nod and lean back in the seat, watching the road ahead. “Tomorrow.” I just say the word and I’m folding my arms against an inside chill that makes me shiver. “I’ll check in with a couple professors, see if Zach’s been around. Then we’ll ask at the Club later.”

As if my response reaches in and catches her attention, Roma glances at me. “And day after tomorrow we’ll drive out to one of my sites.”

Leaning into the headrest, I roll to the side to look at her. “You already have a location in mind?”

“Yup.” Roma nods easily. “A couple, but probably Knit7War.”
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The Club




Location: University of New Hampshire, Manchester

Bortle 7, UTC-4, Evening, May 19

Astro Dark: 21:17 - 04:07
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Roma


Late afternoon lays a thin gold wash over the University of New Hampshire brick and glass, softening angles, making the newest buildings look older and the old brick mill buildings look like they were built last year. Students drift between classes or across the parking lot with topped-up ice-coffees and earbuds, loose and unhurried, carrying the easy confidence of people who assume—or at least act like they assume—tomorrow is already theirs, oblivious to more businesses shutting down every day and power outages becoming more frequent. Posters flap on corkboards—D&D streaming parties, internship mixers, a charity run with a smiling moose mascot—and above it all, the sky hangs pale and guileless, a thin gauzy layer of clouds waiting for night.

There’s even a little blue showing through.

We’re down to end-of-day activities, the last round of lectures and labs before the Evening Ed programs kick in.

A challenging array of classes today—Monday’s the most intense of the week, and I move through the campus wary and jumpy, an impatient dance against the background sound and smell of generators running cheap biofuels to keep the school’s power on. Messenger bag under one arm riding high, jaw tight, my focus skips ahead to the sidewalk. Emmaline keeps pace beside me without taking on my mental chaos, the way she always does, anchoring me with nothing more than timing and presence. We’ve been doing this a long time—me pushing forward while she’s holding the line—two points of balance in a world that will trip you up so easily and make you stumble. And there won’t be any favors handed out when you need to get back on your feet.

“Forecast still says clear tomorrow night.” Emmaline scans the satellite data on her phone. The screen lights up her face, focused and calm. “Gets even clearer after midnight. If the wind holds.”

I make a sound that could be taken as agreement. “Heard from Zach?”

“I asked around in classes. Nothing.” Her tone is light, but she looks over, watches me as she says it. “Do you know if he’s even on campus on Mondays?”

I don’t look back, but I can feel different muscles in my face pulling into an expression I can’t suppress, probably something grim. “Maybe someone will know at the Club.”

She takes my hand. “You okay?”

I shrug. “The usual. You know I’m just not the social type. Don’t have the patience for it.”

I don’t need to look at Emmaline to know she’s smiling, silently laughing at me—but in a good way. “I brought enough for both of us.”

She gives my hand two quick squeezes and lets me go.

We cut across the south parking lot toward the science annex, a squat building grafted onto older brick. The astro club doesn’t get one of the prestige spaces with glass walls, donor plaques, and a river view; we get a set of basement rooms that smell faintly of solvents and old carpet, where ancient LED lights never stop blinking or buzzing. The door has a keypad now—new this semester—installed after someone walked off with two astro cameras and a laptop from a locked cabinet. Minor theft, campus security called it, and had the door upgraded.

Inside, the corridor is lined with tacked-up pages of northern hemisphere star charts—back when people wanted them printed out for some reason—and a framed poster-size image of a comet that passed through our solar system a decade ago. It looks sort of dashing, almost stylized, that comet—a bright slash of frozen blue against star-streaks and background black, no idea it’s been reduced to retro decor.

The meeting room’s already half full, folding tables shoved into a rough L shape, laptops open, cables snaking across the worn surfaces, plugged into power clusters. A couple battered loaner telescopes—Newtonians—lean in the corner. Someone brought donuts, and the sugar smell tries and fails to overpower the stale air.

“Hey, Owen,” Emmaline says, moving toward a hoodied-up guy who’s all elbows and focus, faux tortoise shell glasses sliding down his nose, dark tangles of hair pushed behind his ears. He’s at one of the lone work benches, hunched over an astro controller with the case off, holding it like it’s a wounded animal, a long Phillips-head screwdriver delicately prodding something on the main board.

Owen Vasquez looks up just long enough to acknowledge us, then goes back to work. He’s the kind of student who lives in a modified delivery van clad in solar panels, and there’s no way to know if it’s by choice or necessity. I haven’t figured it out yet, and I don’t want to ask. What’s important is he handles hardware with a gentleness that makes anyone else’s care and caution look like vandalism. He brings the quiet patience of someone who’s spent time around—and understands—systems and devices that seem to break for no reason at all.

“Your mount still doing that jitter thing?” he asks Emmaline without looking up.

“Only when I breathe near it,” she says. “So I’ve stopped breathing.”

Owen’s mouth twitches. “Smart.”

Em glances my way, gives me a hint of a smile. “I got a reliable technician to fix it—complete tear down and new firmware. So far so good.”

Enough of the jokes. “Hey.” I jump in with, “Have you seen Zach?”

Owen looks up then, pushes his glasses in front of his eyes, shakes his head. “Haven’t seen him. He’s going to make an appearance tonight?”

Emmaline shrugs. “I don’t know. We just need. . . to ask him something.”

Owen scoots sideways in his chair, facing me and Em now. He leans toward us, voice low. “Did you. . . check it out?”

Now I remember, Owen was there when Zach told us about Fortify5Fry. Who else was there? Who else overheard Zach talking about his secret awesome astro site?

I say, “Yeah.” Then shake my head.

He just nods, frowning. “Okay, thanks. That’s too bad. Sounded cool.” Shoulders slumping a little, he gets back to work.

Lena Mosely waves at us from the far end of the room, pale and intense, washed in vibrant blue laptop screen glow. She’s sitting too straight, physical notebook open, pen poised like something in the preamble is going to be on an exam. Lena’s all bright-eyed hunger and optimism. Her laptop’s plastered with astronomy stickers. She still doesn’t really understand how much of our secret dwindling astro world runs on—or is running from—violence. She still believes everyone wants information to be free.

“Hey!” She calls. “Did you see the new Ferro-K payout tiers? They updated them.”

My spine tightens at the name spoken aloud. I glance at Em, then around the room. Any mention of DPLOTs, the Data Provider List of Target requests, or Ferro-K, or its full name, Ferrous-Knightley, in a semi-public context is like shouting your birth-cert name and where you’ll be imaging tomorrow night down the PNF bounty hotline.

No one answers Lena. She looks from us to Devon and then others in the room, a genuine line of worry in her expression as everyone else either looks away or just glares back at her.

I’m more of a glarer than a look-awayer, hitting Lena steadily for a few seconds before dropping into the chair beside Emmaline and opening my laptop—free of stickers.

Ignoring the chaos around me, I lean into the screen, into the chaos inside, catching up on several conversations on Reddit and Anvobit, half of it in long chains of coded phrases, one of them promising me admin credentials and keys for an OrderMR machine autonomy system—and promising me they’re still active, “hashes haven’t changed” according to the OP who goes by “medea3”. I’m mainly interested because PNF acquired OMR with all their tech assets a year ago. Could be something there I can use—or at least something worth knowing about. I’m told the creds and keys are binned in the darker recesses of one of the less popular anonymity nets. At the beginning of the week, I spun up a new proxy just for this, and I’d rather access it over the UNH network than from home. If Club talk starts to wander—like it usually does, I’ll spend some time in the Dark, see what I can find, see who turns up to spy on me. Or spy on Chamlis, the name I use when I need continuity more than anonymity, a chain of trust across transactions.

Club chatter rolls in around us—last weekend’s meteor shower, light pollution, satellites ruining subs, narrowband filters for fast optics, which professor has roof access this semester. Someone complains about drones over the north parking lot, the ones the university uses for promotional shots. Someone else jokes about everything having their own cameras, even the vending machines in the Student Commons.

Then the door opens and the noise thins, the room giving up some of its stale air, pulling in more from the hallway beyond.

Professor Baird—Dr. Elias Baird—walks in carrying a paper coffee cup that stopped being hot a long time ago. His blazer doesn’t quite fit. His jeans are torn and frayed but not in a flattering way, not comfortably worn. Hair gray at the temples, unruly everywhere else, like he tried to tame it in the morning but didn’t get very far before giving up.

He isn’t old. Just worn out in a way that makes his age difficult to pin down.

Baird was someone here once, knows his astronomy stuff, has faded over time, but still manages to hold onto the chair of the Astronomy Department—actually a feat in today’s terror-stricken world. And he’s also managed to keep our little evening group active in spite of everything. Baird is the only one whose name is one vertical line above the flat hierarchy of the UNH Manchester Astronomy Community—UNH-MAC, or just “the Club”. I wonder what he had to give up to convince the university chair of student organizations that we’re not a bunch of shameless insurgents.

Which, of course, we are. I look around the room, a little disappointed. Well, at least me, Em, and a couple others are.

Baird pauses a few paces inside the room, scanning faces, then his gaze flicks upward to the ceiling. I follow the motion, thinking surveillance devices in the LED panels, mics in the smoke detectors, security cameras? If they’re there, they’re hidden well.

I shrug. Isn’t that the point of hidden things?

Professor Baird doesn’t smile, doesn’t present anything like warmth at all. He walks to the front table, sets his cup down, and leans back against the edge, sagging a little.

“All right,” he says. “Let’s do the thing where we pretend this is casual.”

Nervous laughter ripples through the room.

He waves around a handful of paper—that I think he’s supposed to hand out. But he doesn’t. He talks about spectroscopy, about noise reduction, about how amateurs have started outperforming institutions—not because they’re smarter, but because they’re hungrier, fearless, and less constrained. He doesn’t mention the political pressures put on the big observatories, but he does bring it all back to astrophotography—eventually. He runs through different stacking methods, use of calibration frames, weighted batch pre-processing, and speaks the language of the hobby as if it’s the most important discipline on earth. He’s competent, controlled. He is pretty good at this. But there’s something underneath it, a sense of impending disaster, of losing his grip, augury in the storm clouds before the first lightning strike.

I watch him the way I watch systems before I break their security and hack them to see what they’re made of. Looking for tells. For seams in the persona he’s presenting tonight. For places where the story doesn’t line up with the architecture.

Lena Mosely, never able to be discreet, asks about the new Ferro-K tiers. Baird’s eyes shift toward the door—almost imperceptibly—and the mood in the room changes.

“Ferro-K,” he says, like the name weighs something significant, and he wants us to feel that weight. “Yes. I saw they updated the payout structure.”

“They’re paying a lot more for nebula data now,” Lena says brightly. “Like, a lot more. My friend in Arizona got—”

“Paid,” Baird finishes, flat. “Good for your friend.”

Lena blinks. “Is. . . that bad?”

He doesn’t answer right away. Picks up his cup, takes a sip, makes a face like he expected disappointment and. . . there it is, immediate confirmation.

I feel Emmaline shift beside me, a subtle thrum of energy, ready to jump in and say what she really feels about the arrangement we’ve all made with Ferrous Knightley and how well they pay—ready to defend them.

Ferro-K is a privately funded global organization that apparently isn’t as susceptible as other orgs to economic turbulence, social unrest, and political pressure. They have offices—physical
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