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Buon Giorno on Park Avenue, Lenox Hill

Sol’s favorite coffee shop is full of Hastings this morning, which is just about the last thing he needed.

The shop's antique router must have lost connection to Manhattan's infranet again, as it did every couple weeks, so he couldn't send an order on ahead or even check the feed to see if they were busy or closed or what. But his expensive countertop espresso machine got the obscure kind of malfunction expensive home appliances always seem to get after a year or two, so it’s not like he had a choice. Besides, even after years in high finance, it’s not like Sol’s immune to the quiet, self-satisfied thrill of living the dream, enjoying the luxury of real café coffee, ordered face-to-face from an actual human barista in a beautifully furnished establishment. There’s even a window seat open, so if Sol can handle the Hastings problem, he can go sip his coffee in the window seat and watch the ebb and flow of New York City.

But right now it’s a quarter past six in the morning and he’s running a little late from fiddling uselessly with his broken espresso machine and he hasn’t had any stimulants whatsoever and there’s a damn supersoldier in his way, all monumental proportions and eerie Hastings coloration: blood red hair, bone white skin, shoulders as broad as a city block and ass the size of... something with a really big ass.

“Hey, pal, you going to order or what?” he asks, knocking his knuckles briskly against the guy’s hip.

The guy startles, which is like watching a badly-dressed iceberg hiccup, and turns to stare down at him in wide-eyed bewilderment. God damn, he’s big. Sol stares back up at him in narrow-eyed calculation: you never know how much chest-thumping and dick-waving any given Hastings is going to go through before they knuckle under, and he's not exactly eager to play big dog piss-up first thing in the morning.

But, wonder of wonders, when Sol flicks one ear forward he doesn’t hear even the first hint of a growl in that huge chest; Hastings gene-mods are built to a monumental scale, so their hearts are huge and their heartbeats are loud, and Sol would hear if it was picking up like the guy’s angry. So he doesn’t have to square up, yet.

“Oh, I, uh,” the Hastings says, finally taking in Sol’s whole deal, and takes a step back. He’s got one of those crappy souvenir I <3 NYC T-shirts with the bite out of the heart, and black jeans that have seen better days, presumably around the dawn of time. He isn’t as tall as the Hastings Sol’s seen around, most of whom have been well over seven statuesque feet of strutting supersoldier muscle, but he’s definitely six foot something, and broad as a brick wall. Sol doesn’t do a lot of addressing soldier mods, and finds himself sharply irritated at just how far up he has to look.

The soldier says plaintively, almost deferentially, “I just—do you know what chai is, because I asked if it was a coffee or a tea and she said ‘yes.’”

Sol settles back on his heels, profoundly relieved that they're both going to be civilized about their respective coffee problems today.

“It’s both,” he says. “Either one. Which do you want?”

“I don’t like coffee,” the Hastings says.

“You’re in a real stupid place, then.” Sol shoulders past him and goes up to the counter, where the pretty teenage barista is evidently new in town, because she’s freaking out at the lone supersoldier in the tourist T-shirt, like weirder crap doesn’t happen in this city every day.

“Vente reale, black, with three, no, four shots espresso,” he says. “And a pot of green tea for granny back there—” he hikes a derisive thumb, “—with some sugar packets. Thanks.”

The barista gives a wild-eyed stare over Sol’s shoulder at the looming Hastings, and Sol snaps his fingers in her face a couple times, impatiently. He’s the real threat, here, thanks. She jumps half a mile and then scrambles to get the order ready. In half the time it normally takes, Sol gets two tall ceramic mugs thrust at him, a steaming teapot, and a brass tea tray of cream and sugar and spice pots. Then the girl bolts through the back door and doesn’t come back. He hopes she hits the New Jersey wilds and keeps going.

“Thanks,” Sol says, to no one, and takes his mug and heads for a window seat. He’ll pay for the goods if anyone can scrape up enough spine to come back and ask him for it.

The Hastings follows him, holding the tea service like a tray full of doll toys. Sol settles himself into one of the plush green velvet armchairs, puts his heels up on an ottoman, and raises his eyebrows at the Hastings he’s acquired for the not-price of not-buying him a grandma drink.

“Yeah? What?” he asks.

“Oh! Uh, I mean—can I sit here?” the Hastings says, reaching tentatively towards the other chair, fully prepared to accept that Sol’s calling the shots here. He isn’t eyeing Sol’s long, sharply pointed ears, either, just looking right at his face, which is a pleasant surprise. Half the time you can tell someone’s new in town because they don’t know how to behave themselves around all the different mods out and about, so they act like they’re at a petting zoo. 

“Yeah, it’s all yours,” Sol says magnanimously, and takes a sip of his reale. It’s damn good, for being made in like ten seconds. He watches with interest as the man delicately settles an industrial quantity of ass into the seat with the attitude of a guy who has crunched a lot of chairs. 

“So, what’re you here for? You on business? Someone put a hit on a barista or something?”

The Hastings stares at him, caught halfway into lowering the tray daintily onto the table. Instead of the usual rust-red irises all Hastings are supposed to have, his eyes are a startling bright green, but then again his build is more slab-sided chunk of masonry instead of the usual trim-waisted, perfectly chiseled superhero conformation. He’s got to have a few other genetic lines mixed in. Even his tattoo’s off: instead of the usual ultraviolent kaleidoscope of blades, wolves, guns, snakes, bombs, tigers, barbed wire, and etcetera, he’s only got a bracelet of flowering blackberry vines, with a white mouse perched on the underside of his ghostly pale wrist. 

Then the possibly-not-a-Hastings blinks, and goes “Oh!” again, and looks around the coffee shop.

“You guys thought I was here to fuck someone up, huh?” he says. 

“I mean, yeah,” Sol says. “What else is a Hastings on the loose going to do, play tourist?”

“I am a tourist,” the Hastings says. 

Sol laughs. 

The Hastings pours himself a mug of tea, doctors it with plenty of sugar and cloves, then takes an appreciative sniff of the steam. For such a gigantic man, he moves like precision machinery, smooth and deliberate: not a single white fingertip out of place.

“It’s not that funny,” he says, after a minute, but there’s a smile tucked to one side of his broad, pale mouth. He’s got rough, craggy features, like whoever sculpted him knocked off early for the day and maybe used a discount nose to save time, but his smile’s not so bad. 

“It’s a little funny,” Sol says. “So, where you from?”

“Michigan Fleet,” the guy says. “And for the record I’m not on any kind of military business. I’m here for the Applied Antigravity conference with Katrina and Dr Chau.”

“Domestic security?” Sol says skeptically. “Aren’t convention gigs kind of—” he gestures, “—beneath you people?”

“I’m giving one of the talks,” the Hastings says dryly. He taps his left palm with the forefinger of his right hand, rather than clicking data rings together or pulling out a tablet or anything, and pops up a holoscreen, showing a complicated looking exploded diagram of... some mechanical doohonkus. Holy crap, he’s got neural implants, like some real, actual scientist, or a corporate engineer, or something. Sol knew some Hastings were dedicated to the technology side of kicking metric tons of ass, but it’s startling to see such casual command of advanced biotech in the actual flesh.

Turning the diagram around, like that’ll help Sol understand any part of what he’s looking at, the Hastings says, “I’m an Intelligent Systems Technician back home and I’m giving a presentation on the way we use antigravity float tubes to dry-dock and stabilize our boats during storms. Dr Chau invited me to come along because he wanted a techie to support his lecture on the economic benefits of adding fusion batteries to all kinds of civic infrastructure, and his son—one of my crewmates—didn’t want to come and volunteered me instead. Because also his sister—I mean, Dr Chau’s sister, Nate’s aunt, Katrina, she’s my hoverboarding coach and she’s treating me to a VIP tour of the Hudson Harbor Hoverpark, if I make Dr Chau happy enough.” 

Sol tries to process this, and manages only a vague, “No kidding?”

“No kidding,” the Hastings confirms, and takes a sip of tea. Then he remembers something, and holds out a hand roughly the size of a sofa cushion.

“Richard Merrill, IST, of the industrial repair ship Reliant, by the way,” he says. “Call me Rich, everyone does these days. Pleased to meet you.”

This guy could turn Sol’s arm into chunky pudding if he felt like giving both of them an extensive amount of problems. Sol goes and shakes his hand, and it turns out he feels like behaving himself. His grip is warm and slightly damp and perfectly calibrated to be firm but not even a little painful. Sol’s reluctantly impressed.

“Signore Solace King,” Sol says. “Pleased to meet you too, I guess.”

“Oh, you guess,” the big guy says, looking amused. “So what, you’re still deciding?”

He seems to be taking the normally-intimidating combo of Sol’s abrasive attitude and high title with easy good humor, which is great because Sol’s never exactly been at his best before he metabolizes some damn caffeine, and it’s probably too late now to make a more friendly impression.

“I haven’t finished my coffee,” Sol excuses himself, aiming for just a little apologetic. “I don't think I’d be pleased to meet anyone short of the Holy Roman Emperor till the caffeine kicks in.”

“Fair enough,” the guy smiles, all easy absolution. “I’m an acquired taste, myself. But thanks for the tea. You know anything about where they get their leaves from? I hear there’s like, crazy pesticides and shit out here...”

“Listen, pal, I don’t know a thing about tea and I don’t intend to,” Sol says. “Coffee’s been the drink of civilization for centuries now—if I wanted to suck down hot green water I’d be in Queenshore.” 

“That the district with the, the big—” Rich makes a vague exploding gesture that probably means big damn bomb crater. 

“Uh-huh, yeah, Blackwater Bay,” Sol agrees, and nods at Rich’s tourist T-shirt, the heart with the chunk bitten out of it. “They don’t put the bite in there to look pretty, pal.”

“Oh,” Rich says, and instead of laughing in realization, he looks down at his shirt with blatant, startled concern on his face. “Oh, no. Shit, I thought that was just about how good the food is here!”

“I mean, yeah,” Sol says, flattered and taken aback in equal measures. Hastings are big into kill counts and destruction—Sol would have expected a Hastings to laugh off a civilian bombing, if anybody would. But Rich is looking at him like he’s expecting Sol to slap him with a glove over the honor of Queenshore, of all places. “That too, sure. Plainest sandwich at the cheapest bodega in this city could kick whatever hick stuff you eat around the block.”

The Hastings only looks slightly less uncertain, eyeing Sol like he thinks Sol might be offended, like Sol might have some connection with the generational trauma of the folks living around that damage daily. Which he doesn’t, obviously.

Sol shrugs at him, casual and unbothered as can be. “They gotta put something on the shirts,” he says. “You going to drink your tea, or what?”

“Ah, yeah,” Rich says, and tentatively relaxes.

They sip their drinks for a while and stare out the window. People stroll back and forth, occasionally glancing in the window, taking in the sight of Sol and his Hastings, and hurrying off faster than they came by.

“So, what d’you do, King?” the big guy asks him. “You’re looking pretty fancy, I mean, even by local standards. You run this ship? I mean, shop?”

Sol snorts derisively. Does he run a coffee shop, really. As if he’d ever have settled for small business owner. “I’m a financial adviser for the Manhattan branch of Silver Street, one of the top resource management consortiums on the eastern seaboard,” he says. “We help our clients manage their banking, investment, speculation, and so on. Do a lot of work with our counterparts in Rome, too.”

“Oh, money,'' the Hastings says, with the casual condescension of a guy whose native culture measures self-worth in kill counts instead of bank accounts. “You work with money?”

“Yeah, money. And a Hell of a lot of it,” Sol says, nettled. He doesn’t have the biggest portfolio compared to some of the guys he works with—guys that got born into the kind of high society it took Sol a full ride scholarship to swing—but he’s doing just fine for himself so far.

“That’s cool,” Rich says, but not particularly like he gives a damn. “I guess every exchange system needs people to take care of it. There’s economic planners in the Fleet, too.”

“The Fleet—that some kind of navy outfit?”

The Hastings snorts. “You sure make a lot of assumptions about a guy for being some kinda capitalist elf.”

“Wow! Get bent, pal.”

The Hastings actually salutes him with his mug of tea, that sly little smile in the corner of his mouth again. Sol is temporarily speechless with outrage. And a tiny, white-hot, completely baffling spark of arousal.

“I was raised civilian,” the Hastings says, and his mush-mouthed drawling mumble briefly goes more measured and careful, like he’s reciting something he’s learned by rote. “‘The Free Society of the Michigan Fleet is a geographically distributed and digitally networked society of ships out on Lake Michigan.’ So. Anyway, Hastings or not, we don’t have anything to do with landside conflicts if any of us can help it. I didn’t start meeting professional Hastings until like, this last year, and I’m really not into their whole, y’know, ethno-religious murder-cult thing. I’m just a tech nerd. I’m fine with being a tech nerd. I like being a tech nerd. What’s your deal?” And he gestures towards his own short, round ear, making it damn clear he’s talking about Sol’s mod. 

“My deal?” Sol’s taken aback at the presumption. You don’t just ask that right off, it’s graceless, it’s intrusive, it’s—tourist bullshit. It’s whatever. He probably can’t get too irritated by some ham-fisted out of towner with no sense of discretion, and anyway, Rich did just offer up his own pedigree, first. Even now he’s just looking at Sol with bright, sincere interest, like this is just a nice conversation they’re having and not the start of some petty back-biting status maneuver.

Sol says, brusque and offhanded, like he couldn’t care less: “Grandpa was a member of the Taganvolk, the, eh, the Dawn People, the Bright Ones, whatever. High class designer euromod, over—” a vague wave in whatever direction Europe is. “Just this whole aristocratic pastoralist British white-power ethnocult situation. Grandma met him on holiday. Here I am.”

Rich looks him over, and doesn’t say a word about how Sol is, rather than being some old white supremacist’s fever dream of an elven lord, instead more of a short, dark, ambiguously ethnic hangover. The long, mobile willow-leaf ears bred true, and so did the iridescent shimmer of his hair, but the rest of it is so far out of the mold Sol risks getting sued for misappropriation of a proprietary genome if dear old granddad ever found out about the long term results of his American indiscretion.

The green-eyed Hastings says, dismissively, “Not much pastoral about fuckin’ Manhattan. You guys even know what a leaf is, around here?”

“We got salads,” Sol says, absurdly relieved, and Rich actually laughs at that, sounding like a startlingly attractive roll of thunder, and they smile at each other like a pair of completely ironic genetic misfires before Sol busies himself with his coffee mug and Rich pours himself more tea.

They people-watch for a few minutes. This section of Park Avenue is upscale, neat little eateries and small family businesses at street level, offices and residential up top, crisscrossed with pretty arching skywalks and gleaming silver crash webbing, so the pedestrians going by are on the fashionable side of interesting. No filthy crazies, no one in cobbled-together battle armor or anchorite rags. Suit jackets, day dresses, variously well-appointed coats and hats. Feathers are coming back in style, plus bold metallic trimmings, and ever since Sol read that carmine is the color of the year he’s been seeing it everywhere, in lipstick and trim and buttons and watchbands. Sol is not a big fan of carmine: the warmer reds tend to make his olive skin tone look sallow and they play badly with the blue-green and violet iridescence of his hair. Wine reds he can compromise with, but if carmine has some staying power past the autumn season he’s going to be really annoyed. 

Beyond the pedestrians is the usual churn of delivery bikes, pedal cabs, strings of cargo goats, draft and cart and carriage horses, the occasional overloaded and irritable donkey. Tourists in glittery wireframe carriages, taking a million pictures of their horse’s ass, and patricians in elegant bullet-proof carriages, taking care of business. Sol finds himself taking small, measured sips of his coffee, just to stretch it out, and the Hastings doesn’t seem to be in any particular hurry to get going, either. With how lost the big guy was, before, he might be enjoying the break.

“So, your presentation,” Sol finally says, just to make conversation. “You done this before? Conventions?”

“Nah, first time. I... think it’ll probably go okay?” Rich says. He drains off his mug, grimaces, pours himself another. “I mean, I hope. The subject’s not that complicated, I got slides and a script, and Dr Chau says even in New York they don’t keelhaul you for being boring.”

“Why don’t you run it by me?” Sol offers. “I’ll let you know if you need to stock up on power armor.” He couldn’t care less about boats or antigravity, but honestly, he likes this guy’s voice. A rumbling, nearly inhuman basso profundo, with a fascinatingly weird accent that drops a Hell of a lot of consonants, softens the rest, and mishandles all the vowels. Inner-city Chicago staccato sieved through a soupy Norleans cajun drawl, if Sol’s not totally off the mark. A swinging, bouncy, smashed-together improbable rhythm that Sol wouldn't mind hearing more of. 

And Sol likes the way he smiles at the offer: surprised and pleased, like he thinks Sol’s being nice. For that smile, Sol figures he can afford to be nice for a while longer.

The talk is unpolished, and the big guy stumbles over himself a few times near the beginning, but after the first minute or two he settles into a steady, conversational rhythm and things go smoothly from there. Sol sips his free coffee and listens, as Rich gestures and mush-mouths his way through a surprisingly succinct explanation of the logistical issues of living exclusively in boats on a lake that’s frequently slammed by superstorms.

Sol’s getting used to the screens and the effortless way Rich slings them around—it doesn’t surprise him when the big guy pops up a video to illustrate his point. When he sees the video itself though, Sol lets out a startled snort.

“Huh?” says Rich, and pauses the video on a still of a big fuzzy adorable otter puppet in a classroom with a crowd of kids gathered around on pillows. The otter uses a long brass pointer to gesture at the words written on the chalkboard as he squeaks along: YOU OTTER BE CAREFUL: STORM DOCKING!

“Christ,” says Sol. “Is that Family Fleet? I haven’t seen that show since I was a kid.”

“Oh hey!” says Rich, “Yeah! I figured nobody outside the lake knew this show. What, you guys all need to learn about deck safety out here, too?”

“What? No. But nobody says no to free math and science videos to throw at their kids while they’re at work.” Sol narrows his eyes at the screen as the otter puppet explains, with chalk diagrams, how storms are formed; Hell, there is a hint of a sway to the footage, isn’t there? He always just assumed the company that cranked these things out had garbage equipment or a bad editor or something. “You saying your Fleet made all these?”

“I mean, yeah,” Rich says. “Why’d you guys figure it was called Family Fleet? The name’s on the hull, man.”

“I figured some company somewhere made up a funny fake boat town for their free baby show,” Sol says, and watches a little kid onscreen lisp her way through some inane question about precipitation. “Wait, is that what’s up with your accent? You have a puppet accent? Your whole neck of the woods talks like puppets?”

The Hastings’ voice is so profoundly deep and resonant, of course Sol missed this at first, but now he can’t unhear it. The guy talks like if someone pitched Risky the Raccoon down to whale frequencies. And also paid him by the swear word.

At least Rich isn’t insulted. He just pauses and blinks a few times, as if no one’s ever suggested this to him before, then comes out with: “I don’t think a guy who sounds like some sleazy billionaire supervillain gets to pick on me about my fuckin’ English.”

“Oh, what,” Sol protests hotly. “There’s nothing wrong with the way I talk!”

“Yeah, no, you and this entire island all sound like you’re right outta the movies. I keep feeling like I’m stuck in some prestige drama and someone’s gonna fly a helicopter fulla guns and cocaine in through the nearest window.”

“That basically almost never happens,” Sol says, and Rich’s sly little smirk graduates to a full belly laugh, like a delighted earthquake.

Sol lets him laugh for awhile, then presses: “So, what, if all of Manhattan’s your movie set, if I went and paid a house call to your little boat parade, I’d find a bunch of felt critters running the show?”

“Oh, what, Captain Otter Ortez? I
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