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​Chapter One: Constellation of One
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The centerpieces were wrong.

Sloane Castellanos stood in the middle of the Fairmont ballroom, hands on her hips, and studied the floral arrangements with the focus of someone diffusing a bomb. White roses instead of cream. The difference was subtle—most people wouldn't notice. But most people weren't paying for a spring garden aesthetic, and white read winter in this lighting.

She pulled out her phone, already composing the text to the florist.

"They look beautiful." The client appeared at her elbow, champagne in hand, three hours early. Of course.

"They do," Sloane agreed, her voice warm but noncommittal. "Though I think we can do better. The cream roses we discussed would photograph more true to your vision."

"Oh, I don't think anyone will notice."

Sloane smiled. People always said that. "You're probably right. But you'll notice, and this is your evening." She gestured to the far side of the room, where the lighting designer was making adjustments. "The photographer will be shooting from that angle during dinner service. The white is going to blow out under those spots. Cream will give you the depth you want."

The client tilted her head, considering. "You know, you're right. Can you fix it?"

"Already handling it." Sloane's fingers moved across her phone screen. "You won't even know there was an issue."

"This is why we hired you." The woman touched Sloane's arm briefly—a quick squeeze of gratitude—before heading toward the bar setup.

Sloane held her smile until the client turned away, then let it fade. She shifted her shoulder where the woman's hand had been, a tiny adjustment that released the ghost of the touch. Not unpleasant. Just there when she hadn't prepared for it.

Her phone buzzed. The florist, apologizing profusely, promising replacements within ninety minutes. Sloane sent back a gracious response and added the timeline to her master spreadsheet. 6:47 PM: floral swap complete. The gala started at eight.

She had this.

The next two hours moved like a well-rehearsed dance. Sloane walked the perimeter of the ballroom, tablet in hand, checking sight lines and table spacing. She confirmed the caterer's timing, verified the AV cues with the tech booth, briefed the waitstaff on the client's severe nut allergy. When the band arrived for sound check, she listened with her eyes closed, feeling for the frequencies that would turn the acoustics muddy, then worked with the sound engineer to adjust the EQ.

"You've got a good ear," he said.

"I just know what doesn't work." She smiled. "Little less high end on the vocalist's mic. It's getting harsh in the upper register."

By 7:30, the cream roses were in place. By 7:45, the first guests were arriving to a room that looked like it had always been perfect.

Fiona found her near the coat check, reviewing the final timeline on her tablet.

"It's gorgeous, babe," Fiona said, appearing with two bottles of sparkling water. She held one out. "You're a magician."

"I'm a project manager." But Sloane took the water, grateful. The bottle was cold against her palm, condensation already forming. She pressed it briefly to the inside of her wrist, feeling her pulse against the chill.

Fiona watched her with knowing eyes. "How's the noise level?"

"Manageable." The ballroom was filling up now, voices layering into a low roar punctuated by laughter. Sloane had positioned herself with her back to the wall, near an exit. "I'll step out if I need to."

"I'll cover."

"I know."

They'd been doing this for six years—Castellanos & Kirkland Events. Fiona handled the people, the pitches, the client hand-holding. Sloane handled everything else. It worked because Fiona understood that Sloane's pristine execution came with specific operating conditions, and she never made Sloane feel difficult for having them.

"That tech guy was flirting with you," Fiona said, grin creeping across her face.

"He was being friendly."

"He asked if you wanted to grab coffee after."

Sloane took a drink of water. "I told him I had three events this weekend."

"Which is true, but not an answer."

"It was an answer." Sloane looked at her friend. "Just not the one he wanted."

Fiona's smile softened. "Fair enough." She bumped Sloane's shoulder gently—a signal, not an accident. "You good? Need anything?"

"I'm good."

And she was. This was her element: controlled chaos, problems with solutions, clients who trusted her to make their vision real. She'd built this career specifically because it let her be competent on her own terms. No one questioned why she didn't drink at events or why she kept conversations professional. The job required boundaries. Sloane just happened to prefer hers clearly marked.

By eleven, the gala was winding down. The client had thanked Sloane three times, pressing a generous tip into her hand with the kind of enthusiasm that came from four glasses of champagne and a successful fundraiser. Sloane and Fiona supervised the breakdown, making sure the venue was left pristine.

In the car afterward, Fiona driving because she always did after events, Sloane let herself deflate slightly. The quiet felt like taking off tight shoes.

"Good night," Fiona said.

"Very good night."

"You barely ate."

"I had the halibut." A lie. She'd had three crackers from the catering plate and half a sparkling water. Food during events felt like sensory overload on top of sensory management.

"Mmm-hmm." Fiona didn't push. "Want to debrief over breakfast tomorrow? Noon at the usual place?"

"Can't. I have a consultation at ten and a site visit at two."

"Sloane."

"I'm fine."

"You're always fine." Fiona glanced at her. "But you're also always working."

"So are you."

"I have a wife I go home to. You have Netflix and an overachieving cactus collection."

Sloane smiled despite herself. "My cacti are thriving, thank you."

They drove in comfortable silence for a while, streetlights passing overhead in rhythmic intervals. Sloane watched the city slide by, familiar and distant at once.

"I'm happy," she said quietly.

"I know you are." Fiona's voice was gentle. "I also know you're lonely. Both can be true."

Sloane didn't answer. Because Fiona was right, and denying it felt pointless between them. She was happy. She'd built a life that fit her—work she loved, autonomy she craved, friendships that didn't require her to perform. She didn't feel incomplete.

But sometimes, late at night in her apartment, she felt the specific loneliness of someone who'd decided that some kinds of closeness weren't worth the compromise. She'd tried dating. It always ended the same way: someone kind and interested who eventually needed more than she wanted to give, or needed it differently than she knew how to offer. The last time, two years ago, she'd sat across from a woman who'd said, "I just feel like you're never really here with me," and Sloane had known it was true even though she'd been trying so hard it exhausted her.

After that, she'd stopped trying. It felt easier. Safer.

Fiona pulled up in front of Sloane's building. "Get some sleep."

"You too."

"Love you, babe."

"Love you."

Sloane rode the elevator to the fourth floor, key already in hand. Her apartment was exactly as she'd left it: clean, organized, quiet. She dropped her bag by the door, kicked off her heels, and went through her post-event routine. Shower to wash off the day. Pajamas in soft cotton that didn't cling. Chamomile tea that she drank sitting on her couch, legs tucked under her, while scrolling through emails.

One from Fiona: You were brilliant tonight. Stop working and go to bed.

One from the client: Thank you for making magic happen!

One from her sister Tamsin: Call me when you get a chance? Want to hear your voice. Miss you.

Sloane made a note to call her tomorrow. Tamsin meant well, but her version of connection often felt like an interrogation. Are you seeing anyone? When are you coming to visit? You work too much. You should put yourself out there more. As if Sloane's life was a rough draft that needed editing.

Her phone buzzed. Not an email—a call. Sloane frowned at the unfamiliar number, almost let it go to voicemail, then recognized the area code. Museum district.

She answered. "This is Sloane."

"Sloane! Hi, sorry to call so late. This is Devi Anand, from the Natural History Museum?"

Sloane sat up straighter, brain shifting into work mode. "Devi, hi. No problem at all. What can I do for you?"

"I hope this isn't too forward, but your name came up in a planning meeting today. We're developing a new public program—astronomy night series, very ambitious—and we need an experienced producer. Someone who can handle complex logistics and make scientists look good to the public." A pause. "Fiona said you might be interested?"

Of course Fiona did. Sloane felt a flicker of warmth beneath her fatigue.

"Tell me more," she said, reaching for her tablet.

Devi outlined the concept: a month-long series of evening events at the museum's planetarium and observatory. Stargazing, lectures, hands-on demonstrations. The goal was to make astronomy accessible and exciting, to draw crowds beyond the usual museum members. It was a big swing for them, with significant donor attention.

"We have the content expertise," Devi said. "What we need is someone who can build the experience around it. Someone detail-oriented who won't let things fall through the cracks."

"Timeline?" Sloane was already making notes.

"Aggressive. The series launches in three months. But the budget's real, and you'd have full creative control on the production side."

Sloane's mind was already mapping it: venue logistics, vendor coordination, marketing materials, accessibility considerations. It was exactly the kind of project she loved—high stakes, tight timeline, meaningful work.

"I'm interested," she said. "When can we meet?"

"How about Monday? Ten AM? I'll give you the full brief, introduce you to our lead astronomer. He's brilliant but—" Devi paused, diplomatic. "—needs someone who can translate enthusiasm into operational reality."

"Sounds like my specialty."

"That's what Fiona said." Sloane could hear the smile in Devi's voice. "See you Monday?"

"I'll be there."

After they hung up, Sloane sat in the quiet of her apartment, tablet in her lap, tea cooling beside her. A museum project. Astronomy. Something that required her to build an experience for wonder, not just wealth.

She felt the familiar tug of anticipation, the satisfaction of a new challenge. This was what she was good at. This was where she felt solid.

The loneliness, if it was there, could wait.

She finished her tea, rinsed the cup, and went to bed. Outside her window, the city hummed. Above it all, invisible behind the light pollution, stars formed patterns she'd never learned to name.
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​Chapter Two: First Contact
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Monday morning arrived sharp and clear, the kind of October day that made the city feel optimistic. Sloane stood outside the Natural History Museum at 9:52 AM, early because she was always early, watching school groups funnel through the main entrance.

She'd chosen her outfit carefully: tailored charcoal pants, a silk blouse in deep green, her grandmother's small gold hoops. Professional but approachable. Her portfolio bag held her tablet, three printed copies of her standard project proposal template, and the notes she'd made after Devi's call. She'd done her research over the weekend—read through the museum's recent programming, studied their donor base, mapped the planetarium's capacity and accessibility features.

She was ready.

The museum's interior was familiar in the way all natural history museums were: high ceilings, marble floors, the particular echo of children's voices bouncing off dinosaur bones. Sloane found the administrative wing easily, following Devi's emailed directions to the third floor.

Devi's office was exactly what Sloane expected: overcrowded bookshelves, travel mugs in various stages of abandonment, a whiteboard covered in what looked like budget projections. Devi themself looked like they'd been at work since dawn, cardigan slightly rumpled, glasses smudged.

"Sloane." Devi stood, extending a hand. "Right on time."

"Wouldn't dream of being late." Sloane shook their hand—firm grip, brief—and took the seat Devi indicated.

"Coffee? Fair warning, it's terrible."

"I'm good, thank you."

Devi nodded approvingly and dove straight into business. They pulled up a presentation on their laptop, walking Sloane through the astronomy series concept. Four weeks, four themes: Solar System, Deep Space, Stellar Evolution, Cosmology. Each week would feature evening events Thursday through Saturday, culminating in a Saturday night stargazing session at the rooftop observatory.

"We're calling it 'Night Sky,'" Devi said. "Original, I know."

"It's clear. Clear is good." Sloane was taking notes on her tablet, fingers moving quickly. "Attendance targets?"

"Ambitious. We're hoping for two hundred per evening event, fifty for the stargazing sessions—that's our observatory capacity."

"Ticketed?"

"Yes. Twenty dollars general admission, fifteen for members, students free. We want it accessible but sustainable."

Sloane nodded, already calculating revenue models. "And you have content locked?"

"Mostly. Dr. Cross is finalizing the lecture topics, but the framework is solid." Devi glanced at their watch. "Speaking of whom, he should be here any—"

The door opened without a knock.

"Sorry, sorry, I know I'm late." The man who entered was tall, slightly disheveled in the way of people who'd been thinking about something more interesting than their appearance. Dark curly hair that needed cutting, a henley shirt under a blazer that had seen better days. He carried two coffee cups, one of which he set on Devi's desk. "Stopped for decent coffee because I value you as a human being."

"You're a saint." Devi took the cup. "Julian Cross, Sloane Castellanos. Sloane's the producer I told you about."

Julian turned, and Sloane got her first good look at him. Light brown eyes, animated face, the kind of energy that took up space even standing still. He smiled—easy, warm, reaching-his-eyes genuine—and crossed the room with his hand extended.

"Sloane. Great to meet you." His handshake was enthusiastic, the kind that involved his whole arm. "Devi says you're a miracle worker."

"Devi exaggerates." But Sloane smiled back, extracting her hand after the appropriate interval. He'd held on just slightly too long, friendly rather than formal.

"I really don't." Devi gestured for Julian to sit. "Julian's our public astronomy program lead. He'll be your main content partner—lectures, demonstrations, all the science side."

"Perfect." Sloane opened a new note page. "Walk me through your vision for the programming."

What followed was fifteen minutes of Julian describing his ideas with the kind of enthusiasm that would've been exhausting if it wasn't so clearly genuine. He wanted interactive elements—constellation mapping activities, telescope basics workshops, a scale model of the solar system that visitors could walk through. He talked with his hands, leaned forward when he got excited, made space metaphors for everything.

"—because the thing about cosmology is it's fundamentally a story about connection, right? Like, we're all star stuff, literally made from the same atomic material that formed in the hearts of dying stars—" He caught himself, laughed. "Sorry, I'm doing the thing where I forget not everyone thinks about nucleosynthesis at breakfast."

"No, it's good." And Sloane meant it. His passion was clear, unperformed. "That's the hook. We build the marketing around that—'Discover Your Cosmic Connection' or something less cheesy."

"I like cheesy." Julian grinned. "Cheesy works. People think astronomy is this cold, distant thing. I want them to feel part of it."

Sloane made a note. Emotional connection as core value prop. "What's your audience experience level? Are we assuming any prior knowledge?"

"Zero. I want someone who's never looked through a telescope to leave feeling like the universe is accessible." He shifted in his chair, leaning slightly into her space. Not aggressive, just unconsciously closing distance. "You know that moment when a concept clicks? When someone's face just lights up because they get it?"

"I do."

"That's what I'm chasing." He was looking directly at her now, full attention, like she was the only person in the room. "That moment of wonder."

Sloane held his gaze, professional but aware of the intensity there. He was one of those people who made you feel seen—a useful skill for an educator, probably second nature to him. She broke eye contact first, looking back at her notes.

"Okay. So we're designing for accessibility, wonder, and participation. I can work with that."

For the next hour, they mapped out logistics. Devi occasionally interjected with budget realities or scheduling constraints, but mostly it was Sloane asking questions and Julian answering, their rhythm finding itself quickly. He'd say something wildly ambitious, she'd identify the practical obstacles, he'd revise without taking offense. It was a good working dynamic.

Except.

Except he kept touching her. Nothing inappropriate—a hand on her shoulder when he leaned over to look at her tablet screen, fingers brushing hers when he handed her a printout, a casual touch to her arm when making a point. All friendly, all brief, all probably unconscious.

And all making her intensely aware of her own body in a way that split her attention.

She didn't dislike it. That was the confusing part. He was warm, clearly a tactile person, and there was something about the ease of it that felt... nice. But it also felt like sensory static, little jolts that pulled her out of the flow of conversation. She found herself tracking where his hands were, anticipating the next point of contact, managing her reaction to appear normal and unbothered.

By the time Devi suggested they take a tour of the planetarium and observatory spaces, Sloane's shoulders were tight with a tension she couldn't quite name.

Julian led the way, still talking—now about the planetarium's projection system, which apparently was "criminally underutilized for public engagement." They walked through the museum's public spaces, Julian nodding to staff, stopping to crouch down and answer a kid's question about the T-Rex skeleton with the same enthusiasm he'd shown discussing cosmology.

"You're good with people," Sloane observed as they continued.

"I like people." He held a door for her. "Even when they ask if Pluto's still a planet."

"Is that a frequent question?"

"You have no idea." He grinned. "It's always Pluto. Never Mercury. Mercury's right there, tiny and weird and forgotten, but everyone's attached to Pluto."

"Nostalgia's powerful."

"It is." He glanced at her. "You grew up with the nine-planet model?"

"Didn't everyone over thirty?"

"Fair point." They'd reached the planetarium entrance, a domed structure attached to the main museum building. Julian pulled out a key card. "Wait till you see this space. It's going to be perfect for what we're doing."

Inside, the planetarium was dark and cool, seats arranged in concentric rings around a central projector. Julian hit a switch and the dome above them came alive with stars.

"Oh," Sloane said, before she could stop herself.

"Right?" Julian's voice was soft now, matching the space. "I never get tired of this."

They stood there for a moment, necks craned back, surrounded by the artificial night sky. Sloane felt something in her chest loosen—the kind of awe that bypassed intellectual appreciation and went straight to something deeper.

"This is what you're selling," she said quietly. "This feeling."

"Yeah." He was standing close enough that she could feel the warmth of him in the cool room. "This is exactly it."

When she looked over, he was watching her instead of the stars. Not in a way that felt predatory, just... attentive. Like her reaction mattered to him.

"We should talk venue logistics," she said, stepping back slightly, breaking the moment.

"Right. Yes. Logistics." Julian switched modes easily, walking her through sight lines and capacity concerns. He showed her the projection booth, the accessible seating areas, the emergency exits. All the practical
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