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		August 2, 2529



	Planet Lazzerer, University District

	"Hey, Chicken Nugget!" rang out a firm yet warm, affectionate voice. The unusual greeting turned quite a few heads, but only one passerby recognized that it was meant for him. He blinked in confusion, opened his mouth to say something, and then closed it again. One moment he was staring wide-eyed at the woman who'd called out, the next he was glancing at the girl standing beside him. Both women seemed about his age, but that was where the resemblance ended.

	The first looked as if she'd stepped out of an old-fashioned magazine—dressed smartly in the style of the era, with understated makeup and a trendy haircut framing a face that radiated confidence. The girl next to him, on the other hand, was best described as sweetly demure, her large blue eyes shifting from the woman to the boy in shy curiosity.

	"Nice sweater," the assertive woman added, breaking the silence that had stretched uncomfortably long.

	"Thank you," the girl replied, dropping her gaze shyly toward the ground. She hugged her briefcase even tighter to her chest, pressing it against her as if seeking comfort. Then she turned to the boy, her face flushing slightly. "Logen, do you two know each other?"

	"We do," the young man mumbled, suddenly finding something fascinating about the tips of his shoes.

	"Care to elaborate?" came the next question, in a no-nonsense, commanding tone.

	"Are you seriously embarrassed?" asked the other woman, her red-painted lips eclipsing everything else about her.

	"No," the boy shot back firmly. "You know that’s not what this is about."

	"And since when do they call you Logen?" the red-lipped woman pressed.

	"Sweeney gave me that name," he mumbled uncertainly. Then, glancing at Sweeney herself, he added with conviction, "And I’m proud of it."

	"What’s wrong with the name I gave you, Chicken Nugget? Aren’t you proud of it?"

	The new questions seemed to shake him.

	"That’s not it!" he repeated, a little louder this time. He took a few deep breaths, then met the pair of eyes—one smiling, the other questioning—fixed on him and finally managed to blurt out: "Sweeney—she’s my mother."

	Sweeney clearly hadn’t expected that. Her eyebrows shot up and her jaw dropped as she turned toward the woman in question, who addressed her directly this time:

	"That’s right," she confirmed calmly. "So you’re Sweeney. I’m glad to finally meet you."

	She let her fingers brush lightly against the girl’s arm before continuing.

	"Tell me, Sweeney, would you mind if I stole Loga—or Logen—for a little chat? We haven’t seen each other in ages, and there’s plenty to catch up on. Besides, he’s already walked you home." 

	She extended her hand with a friendly smile. 

	"I’m Formi."



	




	
		Three Hours Earlier



	Lazzerer really was a beautiful place, Formi admitted to herself, even though she had only unpleasant memories of it. Hardly surprising, considering the last time she’d been here was fifty-four years ago, during the Sector Uprising. Technically, even that was a stretch—she’d been here in name only, serving as a food systems technician aboard the Elmo’s Fire, without any real clue where they actually were. Even if she'd known more at the time, her memories would have gone only as far as the battle against the local space station.

	The place wasn’t just beautiful by her own standards—it had earned high praise on every travel and eco-tourism forum out there. Lazzerer’s settlements were made up of towering skyscrapers linked from the sixth floor above ground all the way to their cloud-piercing roofs by suspended bridges. Some of these were open walkways for pedestrians, while others were designed for passenger or heavy cargo transport.

	Formi stood on one of the pedestrian terraces, looking down at the jungle sprawling between the buildings, and couldn’t help but admire the urban planners’ work. The recessed spaces in the towers were filled with greenery that echoed the view below—a sight that impressed her too. Whether this lushness was the result of careful planning or something more spontaneous wasn’t easy to tell—it was likely a mix of both. The patches of vegetation were fed by condensation runoff from the buildings’ climate-control systems, giving even these metal giants a surprisingly organic feel.

	She took a deep breath of the oxygen-rich air and waved back at a little boy who enthusiastically greeted her from a nearby rising airship. When they finally broke eye contact, she continued on toward the level complex that housed Lazzerer Central University.

	Guided by her digital assistant, she soon found herself among a group of young people headed to the same destination. Aside from her own rather conservative style, she didn’t stand out among the other walkers. Her slit miniskirt drew more than a few appreciative glances, which she acknowledged with a proud smile—though in truth, she felt deeply out of place among them.

	Lately, the real world seemed to her nothing more than a fleeting spectacle—something she merely observed rather than participated in. She knew nothing was wrong with her—everyone who’d walked the same path had felt that way. Catching snippets of the students’ chatter, she realized they were heading for the same program she’d been assigned to. She found the task uninspiring at best—and that phrase they kept using, “subjective evaluation,” infuriated her every time she thought about it. But she didn’t let it show. In fact, she was already working—listening to the young people’s conversation was helping her spy on them.

	"Total bullshit!" declared one guy, his voice ringing with the smug certainty of someone who thought he knew it all.

	"Then why are you even going?" another asked.

	"Why do you think?" He threw an exaggerated glance at the girl clinging to his arm, who, catching the obvious implication, gave him a playful punch on the shoulder.

	"Wilder’s a prophet!" she snapped back defiantly, contradicting the boy.

	"Yeah, sure—if ‘prophet’ means the same thing as ‘con artist,’" he shot back with a grin.

	"Honestly, the whole lecture is pure infantilism," another kid chimed in.

	"Oh right, now’s the part where you say you’re just coming for the three-breasted girls!" teased another girl, pouting theatrically.

	"That’s part of the infantilism too!" the first one laughed, with the smug, know-it-all confidence only the immature could muster.

	Inside the amphitheater-style lecture hall, the buzz of conversation faded to a hush. Everyone quietly found their seats, waiting for the speaker, who entered at precisely the scheduled time. The room darkened, except for a single spotlight illuminating the stage, where the presenter waved to the audience. He strode in energetically, a young-looking man in a light-colored suit. He casually tossed his jacket over the back of a nearby chair, revealing a snug tennis shirt that hinted at a well-defined physique. He slicked back his slightly punkish hair with easy confidence, pressed his fingertips together, and gave a small bow before facing the crowd.

	"Clown," someone near Formi hissed under their breath—and though she didn’t say it aloud, she found herself thinking the same.

	"Ladies and gentlemen! Good evening, everyone!" the speaker began, his gestures broad and energetic. "As you may know, my name is Alain Wilder. Tonight’s lecture is titled The World We Live In."

	A polite round of applause followed, and Wilder dipped his head in thanks.

	"Can you all hear me all right?" he asked, flashing a wide grin—an opening line familiar to anyone who’d attended his talks before. Then came his trademark follow-up: "Even those in the back?"

	Laughter rippled through the hall, and he let it fade before continuing. He glanced down at a device in front of him, then back at the crowd. 

	"I see my request went ignored, as usual. We’ve still got a few of those, shall we say, active data transmitters in the room. I’d like to ask their owners to please switch them off." 

	As the sound of shuffling came from scattered spots around the theater, he added, 

	"Thank you, thank you… come on, just those last few… there we go! Much appreciated. Let me explain: this isn’t me being difficult. Tonight’s talk is going to be uploaded to the network in full, with excellent audio and video quality. It’ll be accessible to anyone. That’s how I finance these lectures—and it’s what made it possible for me to come here, to Lazzerer Central University."

	He glanced down again, then back up with a knowing look.

	"Seems we’ve got close to a hundred-percent student audience tonight, with a few guests sprinkled in."

	Leaning forward slightly with a wry smile, he added:

	"Not a single instructor among you."

	Quiet laughter spread through the room.

	"That’s fine, of course, since my talk is largely subjective in nature. I can appreciate that those who pride themselves on hard facts and sober scholarship might not be too interested."

	He paused for a beat, visibly surprised, then continued:

	"And… I see there are two people here tonight whom I’d very much like to meet after the talk."

	This earned another wave of laughter. Wilder flashed a crooked smile.

	"Don’t believe the rumors—I’m not talking about three-breasted girls. I hope those involved understand—and accept—the invitation. But as the old executioner used to say—let’s get to it! The World We Live In."

	He paused for dramatic effect before resuming, gesturing broadly.

	"Everyone here knows the story of how the Galactic Empire came to be, with its government structured as an imperial monarchy. In the classic sense, ours is a monarchical system where a single leader governs the entire state and typically holds every important office personally. That leader is the Emperor. Historically, the institution of empire has always carried strong associations with military dictatorship—and let’s not kid ourselves, in some ways that hasn’t changed. The Emperor is, after all, the supreme commander of every military unit. Some like to call this ‘enlightened absolutism,’ but whatever the label, our current system—fortunately—doesn’t concentrate all economic and political power in one person’s hands. At least, not openly."

	He gave a wry smile.

	"It’s worth taking a moment to revisit the not-so-distant past. On August 30th, 2491, Emperor II. Hawking was formally introduced and soon after crowned. The backdrop to all this was that his ‘father’"—Wilder made air quotes with his fingers—"had an ‘accident.’ He survived thanks to a species native to the planet Hölle — the Tayffas. Interestingly enough, they hadn’t been on the registry of intelligent species before that noble deed. Afterward, though, they were promptly added—marked with a PROCUL DUBIO note and the Emperor’s personal signature. After that, their loyalty was never in doubt—but since then, almost nothing has been learned about them. Has anyone here ever met a Tayffa? Anyone happen to be one?"

	A low murmur spread through the hall, but there was no other response.

	"I figured as much," Wilder nodded, sweeping his gaze across the room. "Let me show you something."

	He pressed a button, and behind him a three-dimensional image appeared on the translucent display.

	"Does this remind anyone of anything?" he asked with a sly smile, pointing at someone who’d raised a hand.

	"Is that… a devil?" the surprised young man asked back, his face briefly shown on the large screen.

	"Good observation," Wilder said with an approving nod. "A devil—or the devil, depending on your worldview. This is an archetype whose imagery stretches back to the dawn of recorded human history. Of course, it could all be coincidence—but it’s not impossible that a Tayffa somehow visited Earth thousands of years ago, becoming part of our iconography the same way other figures with once-mysterious origins eventually did. Granted, that theory clashes a bit with the idea that they’re a relatively young species, whose first members—according to their own origin myth—crawled out of the lava on Hölle. We don’t have much more than that myth to go on, since they don’t have any written history."

	When the laughter died down, Wilder took a sip of water and continued.

	"Still, let’s treat origin myths for what they are. At least they know—or believe they know—where they came from. That’s not nothing. The real question is: where did the Tayffas go in all this time, roughly since II. Hawking took the throne?"

	The dramatic pause was long enough for Formi to wonder whether this might be the moment to end the whole talk with some bold flourish. But Wilder pressed on:

	"So—where did they go? According to the official story, after saving Emperor Hawking, they completed construction of their mobile space station before setting off to find a new home. The given reason? Conditions on Hölle were no longer optimal for them. I’ve been in the region and looked into it myself, and I have to admit—I came away with questions. Maybe I’m not the only one who finds that explanation unconvincing, considering the planet is still covered in lava. Sure, measurements show it’s drifting away from its system’s sun, but not at any rate that would justify their sudden departure. And since then, nobody’s heard a thing about the Tayffas—so where the hell did they go?"

	When the laughter subsided again, he launched right back in.

	"Let’s circle back to our Emperor."

	The display behind him shifted to show a familiar face radiating wisdom and calm.

	"The appearance of II. Hawking was a surprise to everyone, since no one had even known the legendary Emperor Hawking had any heirs at all. But fine—let’s not argue with the official line that they kept the child hidden for security reasons. I’ll just add that you don’t see the media buzzing about II. Hawking’s family life, either. Security or not, you certainly can’t accuse this dynasty of chasing popularity."

	The audience didn’t let the wry remark go unanswered this time, either—a ripple of laughter ran through the hall. 

	"He’s been on the throne for thirty-eight years now, and while there have been some questionable decisions, it’s undeniable that overall he’s brought a positive shift to the Empire. Apart from transforming the former five sectors into fifty, I can’t really hold anything else against him. The official reason for that reorganization was to create a more effective system of self-governance. We can accept that explanation, I suppose—though the cynics will tell you it was really a clever move to head off the kind of power plays that led to the Sector Uprising in the first place. And you know the saying: "Divide and conquer," he added wryly.

	He waited for the rumble of conversation to die down before continuing with a smile.

	"Before anyone decides to take my head for putting imperial policy on such public display…"

	Formi’s fingers reflexively curled into fists at the phrase, but she quickly forced herself to relax.

	"…I’ll say this much: when it comes to the imperial administration’s actual policies, I can only list positives. Because governance within the sectors is considered a local matter, you might even call the system quasi-democratic, given that the Emperor’s representatives mostly focus on enforcing legal standards. For me, the greatest value is that we’ve enjoyed nearly forty years of peace…"

	He paused, scanning the crowd.

	"Ah, I see someone has a question!"

	After Wilder gestured, the questioner’s face appeared on the screen behind him.

	"Are you sure about that? What’s your opinion on the Quadrit–Arian conflict?"

	"I was expecting a question like that," Wilder replied evenly. "The conflict itself isn’t technically a war, though situations like this can easily escalate into one. So far, however, the authorities have consistently managed to prevent that. Most of the time, through diplomacy; in some cases, by applying economic pressure. This particular case is unusual in that it involved deploying actual military force. A lot of people have tried to exploit—let’s say politically—the fact that our own troops were sent against Imperial citizens. But I would still call that decision the right one. At least, that’s my view. In terms of preserving peace, it absolutely was—and it’s worth noting there were no casualties. I consider this entire period to have been peaceful overall. And for anyone here who has friends or loved ones who died in similar incidents, please don’t think I’m downplaying those sacrifices. That’s not my intent at all. But when you’re dealing with something on this scale, it’s necessary to look at the raw numbers. And the numbers show that in comparable situations under II. Hawking’s reign, the death toll has been in the hundreds of thousands, whereas before it was in the millions—even ignoring the Sector Uprising. In my observation, part of the reason for that is the system of local self-governance I mentioned earlier. And part of it is the effective way these situations are handled. The typical pattern is pretty straightforward: Imperial forces deploy to problem areas, issue a ceasefire order, immediately shut down anyone who refuses to comply, and then, after a relatively impartial investigation, impose meaningful measures. I admit it’s a fairly simple system—like a father smacking the misbehaving kids to break up the fight, then patting one of them on the head afterward. But the facts show—it works."

	Another hand went up among the audience, and the screen lit up with the image of a thin, wiry young man.

	"You present peace as an absolute value, while conflict is one of the primary drivers of progress—and progress only moves in one direction: forward."

	"Excellent quote," Wilder replied with a small smile. "Where was that from again… but never mind, that’s not important. Technically speaking, wars really have acted as a forcing mechanism for progress. In fact—if humanity hadn’t had the necessary capabilities at critical moments, our survival during the first intergalactic conflict would have depended entirely on the goodwill of the victors. All that said, war is synonymous with violence. And I still consider it a sin to call violence ‘good,’ even if, on a grand scale, it sometimes brings about positive outcomes. Not to mention what it does to individual lives." He gestured toward another person who was signaling a question. "Yes?"

	A hand shot up, and Wilder nodded toward it,

	"Humanity is an abstract concept. Is it appropriate to treat it as the standard of measurement?"

	"Humanity is an abstract concept," Wilder agreed. "But I’d argue that right now, we’re closer than ever to being able to talk about it meaningfully. In my view, that’s closely linked to freedom."

	"So, in your opinion, are we free?"

	"That reminds me of a quote," Wilder said, pausing thoughtfully. "I don’t usually like quoting others—I’ve never understood why people think it makes them look clever to repeat someone else’s words—but here goes: ‘Freedom isn’t when anyone can do anything, but the condition in which no one can force you to do something you don’t want to do.’ End quote. And the fact that I can stand here running my mouth is itself a sign of a certain degree of freedom."

	"And why would that be?" a young man called out. "So far, all we’ve heard from you is propaganda in praise of the Empire."

	"That’s because," Wilder shot back evenly, "I haven’t yet said what my problem is—assuming it even is a problem."

	He fell silent again and swept his gaze across the audience. He took a few steps to the side before continuing:

	"I mentioned the quasi-democratic nature of the individual sectors. But who actually stands above them? In my view, what’s missing at the top levels of the Empire’s leadership is the most fundamental human trait of all: selfishness. Throughout all previous eras—and even in local contexts today—you can see that tendency on full display. It clearly has evolutionary roots. If nothing else, there’s this undeniable truth: everyone wants a bigger slice of the collective pie for themselves and their offspring. You know the saying? ‘Even a saint reaches for what’s good for him.’ I didn’t make that up. And if we’re willing to call statements like that historical truths—which I think we should—it’s fair to be surprised at what we’re seeing today. Even Emperor Hawking I possessed a significant, well-documented personal fortune. And that’s not even mentioning the people in his inner circle. By contrast, II. Hawking—though theoretically master of everything—owns nothing. As far as we can tell, those in his administration—whom he personally appoints—are the same: They receive no compensation, hold no property, and have no publicly declared income. Of course, they’re not destitute. But if all of that is true, you have to ask: how did they overcome an instinct as old as humanity itself? In earlier systems, you at least knew about family ties and networks of influence. Don’t get me wrong—I’m not pining for the old playboy class whose influence was limited to consuming luxury goods or being reality-show idols. But they did represent a factor people accepted as a necessary evil. And now? We have no concrete information at all about who our leaders actually are. It’s as if they’re invisible. Even on official occasions when the Emperor appears with his bodyguards, we know next to nothing about them, either."

	Meanwhile, an image appeared on the screen behind him. It was impossible to tell the figure’s gender, age, or even species. The humanoid form was encased head to toe in armor, with a helmet shaped to follow the contours of the head in a style reminiscent of ancient Earth statues. Except for a narrow section over the nose, the faceplate featured a T-shaped opening running vertically and horizontally, with a reddish glow at the eye level indicating the location of vision-enhancing sensors. The helmet tapered sharply down on either side of the face, and a few protrusions suggested built-in communications systems or, more likely, life-support equipment. Draped over the figure’s shoulders was a cloak fastened in place by a segmented metallic strap that ran from the left shoulder across the chest and disappeared beneath the right arm. In its right hand, the figure gripped a long stabbing weapon whose length exceeded its own height. The shaft was made of yellowish metal, covered in engravings reminiscent of hieroglyphs. The armor itself gleamed with a silvery metallic finish, with darker material visible only at the joints—most likely a Kevlar-based smart fabric, much like the cloak. Unlike most in the room, Formi understood perfectly well that the flowing garment wasn’t designed for weather protection, nor was it merely a symbol of rank or allegiance. The metallic embroidery-like designs along its edges actually concealed complex sensors and had autonomous capabilities. If it detected danger, it would act on its wearer’s command—or, if communication were lost, it would automatically wrap around and shield them, offering effective protection against most portable weapons. Nor was it any secret to the red-lipped woman—who now smiled with a faintly bloodthirsty glint—that the golden spear was no ordinary stabbing weapon, even if she lacked firsthand experience with it. And she was perfectly fine with that.

	"So here you see one of them," Wilder continued after giving the audience a moment to study the image. "I can only assume they’re good at their jobs, because these bodyguards don’t exactly come with much fanfare. If anyone here is thinking they’d love to join this elite bunch, they’re in for a big disappointment. Back in the days of our Emperor’s father, people actually knew who these soldiers were, and how they became what they were. It wasn’t an easy path, but you didn’t need to be some super-sleuth to figure out what led to the honor of personally protecting the Emperor. Training in the military. Proficiency in IT and martial arts. A few years in live combat conditions. Sure, it was a long road—anyone who chose it had to sacrifice twenty years of their life for that goal. But that’s not the world we live in now. You know how someone becomes one of the Emperor’s protectors today?"

	He paused dramatically, folding his arms and pacing a few steps across the stage.

	"I’ll tell you," he stopped. "They don’t! If your kid ever comes to you and says, ‘Dad, I want to guard the Emperor,’ just tell them, ‘Buy a lottery ticket, sweetheart—you’ll have better odds.’"

	A ripple of discreet laughter spread through the audience.

	"I’m not joking," Wilder declared, raising his right index finger in a theatrical gesture. "I looked into it: sure, there’s some crossover between branches of service, but not toward the bodyguard corps. On top of that, we don’t know how long their service even lasts, and there’s never been a single former guard identified from those who protected II. Hawking. That wasn’t always the case in the past. I should add—and this isn’t meant to belittle the bodyguards themselves—if we know nothing about them, the lowest level of leadership, what can we realistically expect to know about the upper levels? So here we have a cadre supporting the Emperor that surpasses all previous standards at the leadership level—and yet we know nothing about them. They don’t even have the kinds of flaws one could call human."

	His statement was met with silence until someone raised their hand and asked:

	"So your problem with our leaders is that they’re… unselfish? Too… good?"

	The question got a ripple of laughter from the audience, and Wilder allowed himself a brief smile before slapping his palm onto the table and declaring:

	"That’s a bit of an oversimplification, but yes. In my opinion, the current situation suggests we’re ruled by an organization with an almost childish, machine-like logic—one that doesn’t care about itself or its descendants, and for which even time is no obstacle."

	Dark thoughts began to creep into Formi’s mind, always circling back to the black-bladed sword.

	"And how does that factor come into play?" asked a young man, whose face now appeared on the screen along with two other students seated beside him.

	"In my observation, one of the secrets behind today’s smooth administration is that they solve many problems before they even manifest. At the start of the era marked by II. Hawking’s rule, this approach had some rather radical expressions. These days, though, it’s handled more with administrative tools—quietly sidelining those deemed security risks or even enemies of order."

	"What exactly do you consider a radical solution?" the same young man pressed.

	"Well, if someone literally loses their head, I’d say that qualifies as pretty radical."

	His remark was followed by a low rumble of reaction, which Wilder tried to calm with broad, placating gestures. Meanwhile, in Formi’s mind, an uneasy realization was beginning to take shape, pulling her thoughts away from the black-bladed sword that kept haunting her.

	"Forgive me if I don’t provide any specific examples," Wilder went on calmly. "I should add that in every case I know of, the guilt of those removed—one way or another—was ultimately proven."

	The audience murmured in reaction, but Formi’s thoughts were elsewhere. It took her a moment to sort out what she’d just seen in her mind, but then the realization hit her like a blow: although the display had always focused on whoever was asking the question, one of the people sitting next to the latest speaker looked familiar. More than familiar—in fact. On the right side of the projected image was the face of her son, missing for twenty years. The more she replayed that moment in her mind, the more certain she became that she had actually seen Loga. As she frantically considered how she might find him in the crowd, she stopped paying attention to the lecture entirely. Wilder droned on, trying to back up his theory with economic data, but it all faded into the background for her. When the final round of questions began, Formi was the first to leap to her feet and head for the exit, hoping that would give her the best chance to find him. The last words she heard from the stage were:

	"Don’t forget—I still want to speak with those two individuals I mentioned earlier!"

	His remark was met with laughter, and then—aside from a few holdouts—the audience surged toward the exits. There were multiple ways out of the building, so her success was far from guaranteed, but Formi was betting on luck. And luck was on her side—though it helped that the young woman accompanying her son was wearing a striped sweater that stood out in the crowd.

	Formi began trailing them, though she quickly realized that “trailing the pair” wasn’t quite accurate. Loga was shambling along beside the girl with his hands in his pockets, leaning down slightly to match her height. Sometimes he drifted closer, sometimes he pulled away, his halting, uncertain steps practically broadcasting his hesitation. Whenever he bent toward her, his medium-length hair—parted in the middle—fell across his face, and he always pushed it back behind his ear with the same clumsy gesture. That style, that telltale habit, completely convinced Formi she wasn’t imagining things. Before or since, she had never known anyone who managed to "sell himself" quite so poorly.

	When they reached a relatively empty stretch—a bridge spanning between the tower blocks—Formi closed the distance and, in the sweetest tone she could muster, greeted her child:

	"Hey, Chicken Nugget!"



	




	
		Together Again



	Not long after, in Formi’s hotel suite, Loga finally took his hands out of his pockets—to his mother’s immense relief. She took it as a sign he was opening up a little, especially after the silent gloom that had settled over him once he’d said goodbye to his girlfriend. But what Formi saw as hopeful wasn’t really a sign of their relationship improving. It was simply that he couldn’t have sat down on the offered couch otherwise.

	"Want something to drink, Loga?" Formi asked, considering the very fact of having him there—even reluctantly—a kind of victory.

	"A glass of water would be good," he muttered. "And if you don’t mind—it’s Logen."

	"Of course," she apologized quickly. "Sorry—but for the last thirty-five years, that hasn’t been the name I’ve had in my head."

	She poured mineral water for them both into hotel-branded glasses, which immediately fogged with cool condensation. Logen took a sip, then started rubbing the droplets from the outside of his glass with his finger.

	"So… how are you? What’s your life like these days?" Formi asked in what she hoped was a friendly tone.

	"Since when do you care about my life?" he shot back quietly, but with an edge, his eyes still fixed on the glass.

	"I’ve always cared," she replied evenly. "But you probably realize it’s hard to show interest in someone who runs away from his mother."

	"Yeah, yeah… so how did you even find me?" Logen asked, glancing up with a resigned expression.

	"My heart led me to you," Formi tried to deflect.

	"So it was an accident," he muttered, sinking back into studying the beads of condensation on his glass.
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