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	November 29, 2450

	Yotta Planet, Settlement No. 2

	"Heading out again?" Eldi asked that morning as she curled up next to Loga in his small nook. She asked him this question before every departure, and even though she always knew the answer, she never thought it was pointless.

	"Yes, I have to go," Loga replied, brushing aside her reddish hair, which gleamed like metal yet felt soft as silk.

	"Time for a haircut!" he added, knowing full well the predictable reaction, which didn't take long to arrive.

	"Yeah, right. When it gets to here!" she laughed, poking her own mid-back. "Starting from Settlement One again?"

	"Yeah. I’ll be back in five weeks."

	"Take care of yourself," Eldi said, then thinking for a moment, asked:

	"And what are the girls like over there?"

	Loga answered the teasing question with a smile:

	"They’re not into bald guys."

	"Good!" Eldi laughed. "I don't want to share you with anyone."

	"You won’t have to," Loga said, caressing her face.

	"No," Eldi replied. She smiled, but inside she knew the truth. Awake, Loga could control his words better than anyone else—the sleeping one was more honest than he ought to have been.

	She had talked about it once with Fyrst.

	"Doesn't it hurt, being second in his heart?" he asked, his gaze full of sympathy.

	"It would be better not to know about it, but I have to accept the truth," Eldi declared, then added defiantly, "Anyway, it’s his problem who he loves. I’m selfish enough to be satisfied just being with him, no matter who his dream partner is."

	Loga set out once again—what he liked to call his storytelling circuit. Over the past few months, he had become known—and apparently even liked—across all of Yotta’s penal settlements. A small ritual had developed in each unit around his arrival, and he always performed to a full house. His healing efforts seemed successful, too. Ever since he’d started his mission, deaths had almost completely stopped. True, at first he had sometimes arrived too late, which he took as a personal failure. During his travels, he got to know not only the Trikkis living in the settlements but also the planet itself, where the scars of mining were still visible. There were crumbling buildings and rust-eaten pieces of larger equipment that hadn’t been worth hauling away. In the distance, he sometimes saw passenger shuttles in the air, trailing spreading contrails across the acidic atmosphere. Sometimes they brought supplies to the settlements; other times they flew out toward the ocean. From Vatn’s stories, he knew there was a thriving island out there—shown off to new sponsors as a fundraising lure, or at least to maintain the appearance of environmental stewardship—while vast sums continued to be funneled into armament.

	Occasionally, bad weather forced him to change his route. From high up, he would catch glimpses of the ocean, where massive tentacles sometimes broke the surface. He often wondered whether he was seeing native creatures, introduced ones, or perhaps species that had adapted in their own way to the changed environment. More than once, he was caught in storms. Protocol required him to land immediately and secure the copter to the ground. He would wait there until he could take off again. Sometimes it took quite a while, since the heating drained the vehicle’s batteries. In those cases, he might be stuck for days while the solar panels recharged them enough for liftoff. He didn’t mind the solitude. He spent those times talking with April. Of course, he knew perfectly well that she wasn’t really there, but he had learned to move past that cold fact. It was a constant topic between them: Loga telling her every tiny event in his life that could count as a story. Together, they would recall the few memories they actually shared.

	The storm raging outside was especially fierce. Raindrops, black with grime, obscured his view—not just through the windshield but even on the monitors. The conditions completely scrambled the instruments. More than once, Loga had owed his survival to reflexes that had become second nature in childhood. He kept his eyes fixed on the navigation screen, trying to hold the copter on course, but the powerful gusts kept shoving it offline. Vatn’s advice came to mind: In strong storms, you have to land and secure the machine. Except no one had ever told him what to do if the wind wanted to slam him straight into the ground—over thickly tangled terrain. He knew that trying to land now would endanger only himself and the craft. The copter’s engines were straining at their limits, so he chose to yield to the force of the wind. He let it push him, focusing on maintaining a safe altitude. The strategy proved sound as the storm’s intensity began to lessen and visibility improved. As the view cleared, he spotted the rolling, dark water beneath him. It was unsettlingly calm, given the storm’s strength. On the navigation screen, the familiar ‘snail-trail’ line showed his heading, but the way forward was still blocked by dark, violently churning clouds.

	"It’s not safe to fly over the sea," he muttered.

	"Then let’s get out of here," April replied.

	"Thanks for the tip," Loga said with a small smile. "We’ll land on the coast and wait for the batteries to recharge."

	But they had no chance to escape. Loga increased the engines’ thrust, but they once again flashed overload warnings and the craft wouldn’t budge. After a moment of uncertainty, Loga noticed the problem while watching the spray unit’s control monitor. A flexible tentacle had wrapped itself around one of the rotor supports, making movement impossible. Suction cups clung tight, and the limb kept thickening as it snaked toward the water’s surface. About ten meters below, it disappeared into the waves. When Loga tilted the camera down, he saw even more tentacles. They swayed on the surface like kelp—but beneath them, something much larger was moving. A massive shape loomed in the depths.

	"How can something that big stay alive in this polluted mess?" he said aloud.

	"Maybe it created it," April suggested.

	Loga knew perfectly well that their survival depended on the sea creature’s goodwill. He also sensed it wasn’t looking at them as prey. The little copter had no chance of stopping it from dragging them under if it wanted to. But the creature didn’t try to pull them down—it also didn’t release the vehicle. Its tentacle gently rocked the copter, as if matching the rhythm of the waves. It seemed completely unbothered by the engines straining while their energy levels dropped dangerously. Indicators slid into the red zone, and the emergency mode kicked in automatically.

	"We can’t break free," Loga remarked bitterly.

	Not daring to make any sudden moves, he kept the craft hovering in place with the minimum power needed.

	"Please, let us go," April said.

	Her voice was gentle but firm.

	"What?" Loga blinked in surprise.

	His confusion turned to relief as he saw—and felt—the tentacle that had immobilized them slowly unwind from the strut and slip back into the water.

	"April, how did you do that?" he asked as they headed for the shore.

	"Not me," April replied softly. "You know that."

	"True," Loga admitted bitterly. "Am I going crazy?"

	"You are whatever you think you are," she whispered.

	"I’m afraid of that," he muttered to himself.

	There was no time to analyze the situation. The charge indicators displayed sobering numbers. Loga didn’t hesitate—he steered the copter toward land at maximum speed. He reached the shore just in time, with the storm roaring behind him. He set the craft down inland, in a valley, using the last drops of power. He jumped out, quickly locked the landing struts, then climbed back into the pilot’s seat and wrapped himself in a thermal foil blanket. A flashing warning caught his eye on the dashboard. His first thought was that someone was trying to reach him by radio, but he quickly realized he was completely cut off from the outside world. The signal came from the onboard log system. Detecting a critical situation, it was prompting the pilot to explain what had happened so it could analyze the event.

	Loga complied, giving his report—though naturally leaving out any mention of April. The system acknowledged the entry. Meanwhile, the storm hit the valley too. Wind gusts shook the copter, pelting it with plant debris. Loga watched the raging storm, turning the encounter with the sea creature over and over in his mind. In retrospect, he couldn’t find any rational reason why he had thought the thing that had immobilized them was intelligent. Yet he couldn’t shake the sense that there had been intent behind what happened. His thoughts grew more and more tangled until he finally drifted off to sleep.

	Waking with a start, he sat in the copter’s seat for several minutes, groggy, wrapped in his blanket. He waited for the batteries to recharge, but the process promised to be slow. Realizing there was nothing he could do about the numbers on the display, he turned his attention to the world outside instead. The rising sun bathed the landscape in golden light. In this area, the air was nearly clean—perhaps thanks to the terrain or the ocean’s proximity. The vegetation had recently come back to life. Among the dead, rotting trees, young saplings grew, their leaves playing in shades of green—a rare sight compared to the usual grayness elsewhere. Even the storm he’d weathered here seemed like ordinary weather, not the acidic, destructive kind he’d encountered elsewhere.

	"Maybe what we did wasn’t in vain…" Loga thought, marveling at the view.

	"And does that comfort you?" April asked, a bit provocatively.

	"Somewhat." Loga nodded, but then he caught sight of a flickering light on the fogged-up windshield.

	He wiped away the condensation and watched the pattern. It repeated itself—this couldn’t be some trick of nature. Sensing no immediate danger, he wrapped himself in his protective cloak and climbed out carefully, creeping closer. Behind the saplings he’d admired earlier, he found a large, hollow-looking cave entrance on the side of a hill. He slipped more than once on the way; his pilot’s boots weren’t meant for hiking. When he peered inside, he saw a tent glowing with light through its translucent walls. Loga stopped and waited, pressing himself against the cave wall. It took him several minutes to realize that the shape slumped outside the tent wasn’t a plant, but a hunched, seated human being.

	"Lookit who done come all th’ way here, darlin’," rumbled the figure sitting by the fire.

	Loga had a hard time understanding her—partly because of the thick accent, partly because of the slurred, mushy way she spoke, which he figured was due to her missing teeth.

	"C’mon over here, darlin’," said the old woman, squintin’ at him, the deep wrinkles on her forehead bunchin’ even more. "Thought ya wasn’t even gonna come at all."

	"Hello. I’m sorry—I just noticed your signal," Loga apologized.

	"An’ where ya wanderin’ in from, darlin’?"

	"I came from Settlement Two."

	"Settlemen’ Two? Oh right, them foreigners. An’ where ya headin’ with that contraption, darlin’?"

	"Heading home," the Trikki replied, carefully decoding what he’d heard.

	"Home, huh? Well ain’t ever’body tryin’ ta get home, now ain’t they?" she cackled, pokin’ steadily at the campfire’s coals. "Ya got time ta spare a spell? If ya do, c’mon in the tent ‘fore them critters show up."

	"Critters?" Loga blinked, surprised, glancing outside.

	"Ahhh…" The old woman waved a hand dismissively. "Big ‘uns, little ‘uns, don’ rightly know what-all. So, ya got a name?"

	"They call me Loga."

	"Loga? Now what kinda name’s that, huh?"

	"I’m from Trilunnis."

	"Uh-huh, uh-huh… so’s that some sorta place, huh?" she said, giving a deep nod. "Well, they call me Sidonia—but folks jus’ call me Sidi, if they even bother... if they even call me at all. Now c’mon in the tent, darlin’."

	Loga followed the old woman hesitantly as she hauled herself upright. He did have some reservations about the hygiene of her clothes, but when he got closer, he saw that the organic fabric pieces were worn but clean, even pleasantly scented. Inside the tent was a dull glow cast by a small container filled with luminescent material. An old bed, a chair, and a small cabinet took up most of the space.

	"Do you live here alone?" Loga asked, glancing around at the simple furnishings.

	"Ya plannin’ on movin’ in?" Sidi cackled at her own joke, then added seriously, her voice turning a bit sad:

	"Yeah, I live all by m’self here now."

	"Where did you live before?"

	"Where d’ya think I lived?" she shot back, raising an eyebrow. "In th’ city."

	"What city?"

	"The city! Whaddya think, what kinda city?" she snapped, waving her hands in irritation.

	Loga noted to himself that in a place with only one settlement there was no need to give it a name. He remembered what Vatn had told him about a bubble-city. Sometimes he’d even seen it appear on the navigation screen. He realized to himself that he had really taken quite a detour because of that storm.

	"And why did you move into this cave?" Loga pressed on.

	"Why?" she shrugged. "’Cause I’d be pushin’ up daisies out there."

	"Excuse me?" Loga asked, then thought over her words. "You mean the outside climate isn’t exactly favorable to survival?"

	Sidi stared at him for a moment, blinked slowly, then declared:

	"Yup, that’s ‘xactly what I meant. But tell me somethin’—" she lifted the glowing container closer to his face, squinting at him. "What kinda critter are ya, anyway? Why’s yer face look like that? Been out in the rain too much?"

	"I’m a Trikki. That’s my natural skin color."

	"Thikki? Well I’ll be. What kinda folk’s that?" she asked, eyes wide.

	"Why do you live out here alone?" Loga tried to steer the topic away from explaining himself.

	"Why? ‘Cause I’m old, that’s why." For the first time, the humor faded from Sidi’s voice. "Ain’t got no place left in the city."

	"They kicked you out just because you’re old?" the pilot asked, incredulous.

	"Well ‘course they did. What’d they wanna keep me ‘round for?" She saw Loga’s look of shock and added with a wheezy sigh, "Ain’t so bad here. My kids ‘n grandkids visit, they see to me. Got everythin’ I need."

	"I see," Loga said, accepting the harsh logic.

	"So... ya said Thikki?"

	Loga didn’t want to argue. He just nodded.

	"But ya is a boy, right?"

	"Boy?" Loga echoed, surprised, then parsed the question. "Yes. I’m a man."

	"Ya got yer pecker?" she asked, leaning in conspiratorially close.

	It took Loga a moment to recover from the blunt question, but he finally just smiled at the indelicacy.

	"Of course."

	"An’ it work proper?"

	Loga started to grow wary, suspecting the line of questioning might be headed somewhere unpleasant.

	"Yes, but I already have a partner."

	"Partner? Oh now c’mon! I don’t see nobody here! Hogwash! Where? Nowhere! Means ya ain’t got one!" The old woman cackled. "All that matters is ya’s a boy. Though hell if I know whether ya kind’s fer eatin’ or drinkin’!"

	While Loga looked around the tent, Sidi pulled out a long-stemmed wooden pipe with a deep bowl. She stuffed some kind of dried herb into the bowl and began sucking on the hollow stem. She drew in deeply, held it for a moment, then slowly exhaled a plume of smoke. Then she held it out to Loga.

	"Guest in th’ house, joy in th’ house. Honor me now, darlin’. Take yerself a puff," she said with a nod.

	Loga did have some hygiene concerns, but he didn’t want to offend local custom. Seeing that the old woman seemed unaffected by the substance, he decided to follow her lead and took a deep draw. The smoke burned his lungs and sent him into a fit of coughing. Sidi, meanwhile, burst into a loud cackle.

	"Second time, it’ll go down real nice!" she encouraged. "Hold it in a li’l bit."

	Loga obeyed. The smoke spread through him, and as he exhaled, the world began to blur and fade around him. The last thing he heard was Sidi’s soft, sing-song voice saying:

	"Sleep now, darlin’, sleep real sweet."

	Regaining consciousness, Loga felt someone stroking his head. A pleasant scent hit his nose, and the bed beneath him seemed velvet-soft.

	"April," he groaned.

	"Told ya! We done caught ourselves some kinda April fool!" he heard Sidi’s loud voice boom.

	He cracked his eyes open, wary and suspicious. He was still in the old woman’s tent—and in her bed, no less—but the one stroking him wasn’t Sidi. That, he decided, was an undeniable plus.

	The unfamiliar young woman had gentle features. Her narrow, smiling face was lit by bright blue eyes, and Loga felt truly drained, though he had no idea why.

	"Good morning," the stranger said softly. "My name is Nell. Please don’t rush—you’re probably exhausted."

	Loga really did feel drained, though he had no idea why. A strange exhaustion pulsed through his body, and his lower back ached with soreness. When he tried to sit up, he realized he wasn’t wearing anything under the blanket and stopped the motion awkwardly. Nell quickly picked up on the reason for his embarrassment.

	"I hope you don’t mind about the clothes. We didn’t want them getting dirty."

	"Dirty from what?"

	Nell laughed, the bright sound of it reminding Loga of April.

	"Tell me—did you have any nice dreams?" she asked instead of answering.

	"’Course he had nice dreams," Sidi muttered from the side. "What else d’ya think he’d dream on that benga? I’m tellin’ ya, ain’t nothin’ better than benga!"

	It must have been potent stuff, because although Loga knew nothing about it, he had no other explanation for the exceptional dreams he’d had. Beautiful dreams. Many of them.

	"Please, give me back my clothes—and tell me what happened," he said.

	"Of course we’ll give them back," Nell said warmly. "And we’ll explain everything. We owe you a huge debt of gratitude."

	Loga grew suspicious.

	"You mean you and Sidi?" he asked.

	Nell laughed again, the charm of it contrasted by Sidi’s high-pitched cackle.

	"Believe me, my grandma didn’t mean you any harm," Nell explained, running her hand lightly along Loga’s arm. "She was trying to help us."

	"Specifically, who exactly do you mean by ‘us’?"

	"Us. The ugly ones," she said, gesturing at herself.

	"Ugly ones?" the pilot repeated, confused.

	"Yes," Nell nodded, "but you know what? Get dressed. We’ll talk it all over with some nice tea. Grandma, come on out too."

	"All right, all right, lemme out, lemme out—let th’ boy get dressed," the old woman muttered, shuffling after her granddaughter as they left the tent.

	Loga got up and quickly found his clothes. Every piece had been neatly folded on the chair, and his boots polished to a shine beneath it. The idea of sharing tea didn’t particularly motivate him. After the smoking incident, he wasn’t even sure it was safe to breathe anywhere near Sidi. Still, he did feel parched and couldn’t explain why. After getting dressed, he stepped outside—and found himself in for another surprise. It wasn’t just Nell waiting for him, but a whole group of young women. Some were sipping tea, while others were lying flat on their backs with their feet propped up high.

	"Thank you, Loga," said one of them, stepping up to him and pressing a cup full of steaming, spice-scented liquid into his hand.

	"You’re welcome," Loga mumbled reflexively, and at the sight of her, his earlier vow vanished. He took a big gulp of the drink, which spread a real, welcome warmth through him.

	Using the mug as a sort of shield, he sized up the rest of the group. There were blondes, brunettes, black-haired, redheads, paler and darker-skinned women—only one thing united them: Alf and the Covax brothers would have fought to the death for any of them if they’d met on Agria. Though, Loga suspected, they wouldn’t be the only ones.

	"You have no idea what you did for us," said another girl as she stepped close, taking Loga’s hand and pressing a kiss to it.

	Loga’s confusion hit its peak. On a hunch, he clenched his glutes but felt nothing unusual. The women lying on the ground must have noticed the awkward movement, because they all began giggling at once.

	"Please, just tell me what happened last night," he pleaded.

	"Which night exactly do you mean?" someone purred back at him.

	"How long was I... out of it?" Loga asked, shocked.

	"Maybe a little longer than you think. But don’t be afraid—when using benga, that’s normal," came the answer.

	"Benga—is that some kind of sedative?" Loga asked, still stunned.

	"Yes, it is," Nell said calmly, "but it doesn’t suppress certain motor functions. In fact, it enhances them."

	"What kind of functions?" Loga asked again, thoroughly embarrassed.

	"The sexual kind," she replied, with a gentle smile on her face.

	Loga stared in shock, his eyes frozen wide, before finally asking:

	"You’re not saying I... had sex with someone here while I was unconscious?"

	"No!" Nell replied reassuringly.

	"Oh," Loga sighed in relief. "Then I must have misunderstood something."

	"In this case," Nell clarified gently, "‘No’ means you had... physical relations with all of us."

	"All of you?" Loga’s expression went rigid as he glanced around. "How many of you are there?"

	"Fifteen. You saved all fifteen of us."

	"An’ ya kept callin’ every single one of ‘em April," Sidi piped up.

	"The fifteen includes her?" Loga asked in a hushed, horrified whisper.

	Nell and the nearby girls burst out laughing in unison.

	"Of course not," Nell said once she caught her breath. "She just helped us."

	"Helped you how, exactly?" Loga asked suspiciously, eyeing the old woman, who was noisily sucking on her finger before letting out a raspy laugh when she saw his face.

	"Don’t worry, all she did was get the benga ready," someone reassured him.

	Exactly how and for what they had used the benga was something Loga didn’t even dare ask. But there was something else gnawing at his curiosity.

	"Can someone please explain what exactly I helped you with? Why did you need my... help, and why did you have to sedate me?"

	"We were afraid we’d scare you off," Nell admitted, eyes downcast.

	"You? Scare me?" Loga asked, gesturing at his own scarred face.

	"Yes!" Nell snapped, her voice tinged with irritation. "Just look at us."

	"I’m sorry, but I still don’t understand."

	"Oh, don’t," Nell burst out, clearly frustrated. "Please don’t make me tense right now. It’s bad for the baby—you know how important the start of the first trimester is."

	"The baby..." Loga groaned, sinking down to sit beside one of the girls lying nearby. She smiled happily, resting her head in his lap, then guided his hand to her belly.

	"Look, I’ll explain," Nell said, quickly calming down. "I know things might work differently where you’re from, but in our city... we’re considered the ugly ones," she continued, seeing the total confusion on Loga’s face.

	"The guys avoid women like us. Something went wrong with our genetics."

	Hearing this, Loga very cautiously clenched his glutes again. Nell continued with a question.

	"Do you know what we make our living from in the city?"

	Loga’s conversation with Vatn surfaced in his mind, and he managed to croak out:

	"Hydroponics."

	"That’s right!" Nell nodded approvingly. "We have covered streams sealed off from the outside, sometimes even in caves. That’s where we grow our food. It’s mostly the men’s job, but by tradition, their partners go with them in the boats and help out.

	"But no one wants women like us. We could even make peace with that part, but it means we can’t have children. And that’s not so simple, because everyone wants a baby.

	"Plus, there’s another thing: it’s a statistical fact that women who don’t give birth while they’re young... don’t live long."

	"Don’t live long in what sense?"

	"How? They die," Nell snapped, irritation flaring. "Giving birth immunizes us. The hormones released protect us from aging."

	"From aging..." Loga repeated, glancing sideways at Sidi.

	Nell caught his look and pressed on.

	"Do you know how old Sidi is?" she asked. When Loga gave her only a blank stare, she added, "Standard years: a hundred and twelve."

	Loga nodded with genuine respect at the impressive number, then pressed on to clear up the remaining mysteries.

	"Still, not everything makes sense. What does hydroponics have to do with men thinking you’re ugly?"

	Nell crouched down next to him. She took Loga’s hands and pressed them firmly against her breasts.

	"Feel these?" she asked, locking eyes with him. "They’re huge, hard. And my ass is too small—it’s impossible to balance with me in a boat. You have no idea how much we’ve been teased for it."

	"So the ideal woman here has small breasts and a big enough ass to fill out the bottom of the boat," Loga concluded, finally seeing the logic.

	"Why, isn’t it like that everywhere?" she shot back, a bit combatively.

	"Well... different places, different customs," Loga admitted. "It’s true, not everyone gets around by boat."

	For some reason, he found it hard to let go of Nell’s breasts—even though they hadn’t exactly been his type before—until now. But eventually he forced himself to pull away, realizing it wasn’t just his pride that was standing at attention. In light of what she’d said, he understood the women’s situation. Apparently, mate selection here was based on very rational principles, and really, it wasn’t any stranger than anywhere else. Although most of his knowledge on the subject came from books, he could see the logic in the scenario Nell had outlined. It was certainly more coherent than the social media images he’d seen that glorified partners who seemed completely unsuited for survival. Loga did feel a little humiliated at having been turned into an unwilling donor, but seeing the radiant, happy faces around him, he began to hope their attempt would actually work. A sly thought crossed his mind: if he could cure five hundred infected people with a story, maybe this task wasn’t beyond his benga-enhanced abilities. Perhaps his emotional presence had helped here too.

	Of course, he remembered what Vatn had told him: We’re compatible with humans, we can have offspring with them, but those children won’t be able to reproduce naturally. And Vatn had added that he wasn’t a geneticist. Meaning the story might not end even there. But that would be a problem for the future. For now, at least with these women, he really seemed to have done some good.

	"I’m really glad I could help you," he said sincerely, then added, grounding himself in reality, "but people are waiting for me. I need to get going."

	"Can we trust you’ll come visit us again?" Nell asked, her voice full of longing.

	"Only if I can do it without the benga," Loga replied with a grin.

	That got the biggest laugh out of Sidi.

	Meanwhile, something caught Loga’s attention. When he’d first entered the cave, he’d assumed the warmth he felt was from the fire he’d seen. Now there was no visible heat source, yet the air was still pleasantly warm.

	"How do you keep the cave heated?" he asked curiously.

	"Same way we heat the whole city," Nell replied. "We’ve got a spaceship that we use for heat."

	Loga froze in shock.

	"You have a spaceship?" he echoed in disbelief. "Can I see it?"

	"Sure," Nell said with a casual shrug. "It’s not far. I’ll take you."

	Nell led the way while Loga stumbled along behind her, his mind racing with questions. They didn’t have to go far. At one point the cave ceiling widened into a chimney-like shaft, and there, in the center, rested a passenger craft. The mid-range transport ship looked to be in surprisingly good shape, with exterior connectors branching off in multiple directions.

	"I don’t get it," Loga finally managed to say, shaking off his surprise. "If you have that ship, why don’t you just leave?"

	"Why would we?" Nell asked back, sounding genuinely puzzled. "This is our home. We have everything we need. And now—" she rested a hand on her belly and smiled, "one of my dreams has come true. Do you really think we’d be happier somewhere else?"

	"Why don’t you use it for something else? Exploration, trade, building connections with others?"

	"Why?" she repeated, her expression darkening. "We know what’s out there. We know enough to appreciate what we have here. Maybe—" she said, softening a bit, her voice calmer, "you should think about that too."

	Loga didn’t have an answer for that. He had to admit she had a point. But he couldn’t take his eyes off the ship. It didn’t look large—by his guess, it could run with a minimal crew and carry up to fifty passengers. He knew he’d need to discuss this with Vatn. If the locals only used it as a generator, maybe they could negotiate a trade or loan. Thinking of Vatn reminded him that no one knew where he was. He needed to get back to the settlement as soon as possible and let Nell know his decision.

	"Think carefully about the future you choose," she answered diplomatically, giving him a mysterious smile.

	A moment later she added,

	"You’ll always be welcome here. And in nine months... there might be even more of us waiting to greet you."

	But Loga was firm. All the women accompanied him to the copter, though Sidi only waved from outside the tent.

	"Best wishes, darlin’!" she called in her crackly voice.

	Loga didn’t want to make the goodbye overly dramatic, but when he reached the copter, every woman insisted on a hug. They made leaving even harder with whispered suggestions that he should stay longer. Once he climbed in, he felt a twinge of worry about whether the machine would start, but the instrument panel showed all systems green. One message flashed on the display: "Hurry back! Urgent!"—dated two days earlier.

	"I spent three days here," he muttered to himself as he gently lifted off.

	At least you weren’t bored, April’s voice chimed in his head.

	"I’m not telling you about it," Loga grumbled internally.

	I wish you already would..

	"You’re right."

	Bring back some benga too! she laughed inside his mind.

	Loga didn’t even have a response to that.

	He pushed to get back to the settlement as quickly as possible, and luckily the copter didn’t give him any trouble. The spray tank was empty now, and the atmospheric conditions didn’t slow him down, though as he approached the settlement, the landscape grew increasingly gray. The sun was setting, and the vegetation took on that sickly, brownish-gray hue he’d come to expect. By the time he was in the settlement’s reception range, dusk had fallen. That’s when he called Vatn.

	"I’ll be there soon. Sorry for the delay," he reported.

	"The important thing is you’re safe," Vatn replied. "Land the craft, and I’ll explain the situation."

	"I’ve got some things to report myself," Loga added.

	"Fine, we’ll talk in person," the older Trikki cut in quickly, ending the call.

	As he got closer, Loga noticed a shuttle parked on the landing pad.

	"Must have brought the new supplies," he muttered, privately pitying whoever had just arrived.

	After landing, he had just started the copter’s maintenance checks when he saw Eldi running toward him, ignoring all protocol.

	"I have huge news!" she yelled from a distance, throwing her arms around his neck when she got close.

	"What’s wrong?" Loga asked, seeing the tears in her eyes.
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