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  One


Bern dipped the second glass vial into the steaming subterranean pool and filled it to the brim. A boot scuffed on stone, echoing at him from the passage to his right. Someone must have followed him. He quickly capped the sample, sealed it in the little watertight travel bag he'd brought with him, tucked it all in the big pocket on his left hip of his coveralls, and then hunkered low and held still, turning his night-vision goggles up full. 
A thin tendril of moist, sulfur-rich air slipped past the edges of his mask, but he'd grown up around the volcanic Vault caves and the smell didn't bother him. What did bother him was the fact that this was supposed to be a cool spring pool, not a hot pool. Something was wrong deep in the bowels of Fyr Valley Resort & Spa and this sample was the proof Cooper had asked for.
Bern heard the hum-sizzle-pop of the shot a split second before it slammed into his shoulder and spun him around. His goggles slipped part way down his nose but he still saw the vaguely familiar mask and goggles of the person standing over him before they raised the weapon and fired another shot. Bern heard that second hum-sizzle-pop and saw the firing spark, but felt only darkness.

o0o



The apartment's chime bonged softly, announcing the arrival of a package drone. He adjusted his dark, dark glasses—his shades—and looked up from his balcony lounger to see the drone hovering nearly silently three metres away with a half-metre-by-half-by-a-quarter cube attached to its belly.
"Please stand clear as your hook deploys," the gentle, motherly voice of the drone requested.
"Who is the delivery for?" Wrong addresses happened and he was too damned comfortable to move for one.
"Addressee is one Lean J. Weaver, Unit 4398, Starshine Tower Six, Umbri District, Qord City." Did he detect a chiding tone in the drone's voice?
"Ah, then I suppose I should stand clear of the hook for a delivery." Lean levered himself up out of the lounger and stepped to one side. The drone rose a foot, and with a quiet whir the automatic receiving hook extended from the balcony's ceiling. Once it was in place, the drone moved into position for the package transfer. 
Trusting the drone to do its job, Lean turned his attention back to Viata's morning sunlight making Qord City glow and so he didn't see exactly what struck the drone, only that one second it was hovering in front of the hook and the next it was knocked out of the sky and plummeting forty-three stories to the pathway below, with his package still attached.
Male voices shouted from two or three floors up. "Slammed it! Great shot!"
"Satch: One, Drone: Zee-ro!"
Lean leaned out and looked up between the branches of his balcony's sash tree and the unit above's yellow malivia. "Hey asshole! Those were my groceries! It's a federal crime to interfere with delivery drones!" He couldn't see the perpetrators, but they sounded younger than his own twenty-eight.
"Bite you, greener! I don't live here, so how are they going to catch me!"
Lean sighed. The visiting asshole vandal obviously didn't know much about drones. Lean counted slowly to twenty and right on time he heard the harsh, powerful motor of an enforcement drone arriving. He looked out and up and smiled. Two shouts of surprise from the assholes were greeted with two air-shot darts from the smaller, faster drone. 
"Ow! Shit! That hur—"
The drone stayed back from the edge of the offenders' balcony, programmed to not get caught in the building's vertical forest. The voice of this drone was male, but the volume and tone were still conversational. "You will remain where you are. Constables have been dispatched."
 Lean's phone rang on the table behind him. Knowing full well that the two moronic bricks upstairs were tranquilized and not going to cause any more mischief before the law arrived, Lean picked up the receiver. "Weaver here."
The automated voice sounded creepily like that of the drone. "Lean J. Weaver, your delivery was interrupted. A second delivery is en route. We apologize for any inconvenience."
"Uh, Ta." He wasn't worried. His groceries would be delivered whether he was here or not, the smashed drone and its payload would be cleaned up quickly, the bricks up on 45 would pay for it all, and he would leave for work on time.
"Token broken lone drone?" The muffled, high-pitched voice came from the red box up in the corner where the two walls met the ceiling next to the balcony doors.
Lean shrugged. "Crushed. Two ūzers upstairs."
"Loser ūzers." The voice became clearer and Lean looked up to the bat house as Noma's inverted furry brown head poked out from the bottom, her twitching ears hanging down.
"Good morning, Long Ears. Your fruit is on the counter and the cup of oat milk is still cold, so don't dawdle with breakfast."
"Oddle oddle, Noma don't dawdle." She finished emerging from her box and launched herself into a short glide to land on Lean's shoulder. Gentle with her claws, she held firmly to his shirt without puncturing it or her person's skin. "Early to work, Mister Jerk?" She reached up with a wing and gently stroked Lean's bald head. He smiled and relaxed.
"I have three meetings today, all over town."
"Bummer, hummer." She patted the top of his head then rolled off his shoulder and flapped her way over to the kitchen island where her breakfast waited as promised.
Lean checked his watch. Since his sun time was interrupted by the drone-smashers he decided to catch the early train and give himself time in his lab that he usually spent at the end of the day. "Behave, Noma. See you tonight."
The bat looked up from the bowl of rulya fruit and smiled, her muzzle dripping in thick purple juice. "Right right see tonight, after light."
"Yes, probably late." He left her to her meal, knowing she'd been out all night, socializing with her local colony, and would sleep most of the day after she filled her belly. He snatched up his keys and the padded satchel containing his computer, and left his apartment behind. Out in the tower's central common area, the vertical forest adorning every balcony ringing the fifty-story atrium was alive with life. Insects buzzed and pollinated and diurnal song bats flitted and flirted in and around tree, shrub, and flower in what Lean considered to be the most joyous sight ever. His firm had designed all six of the Starshine West Towers and Lean himself had been second-supervising ecochitect on the projects. His team had designed the hydration and lighting system that allowed the towers to feature a brightly lit atrium with a system of sun-following mirrors in key positions and rain-simulating sprinklers using filtered grey water from the residential portion of the buildings. He was so proud of their award-winning achievement here that he always took a moment to close his eyes and breathe deeply, revelling in the olfactory buffet around him before continuing to one of the four pairs of high-speed elevators. He inhaled, recognizing subtle scupper flowers, sharp bloodvines, and floppy-leafed dwarf batwing trees.
"Hey, Lean-on-Me! Why up so early? It's not the walk of shame if it's from your own home." The speaker punched Lean lightly on his biceps.
Lean winced and opened his eyes, the moment of peace gone at the sound of his best friend's voice. "Tork. I thought you were at camp this week making new recruits cry."
Pilot trainer Tork stood half-a-head taller than year-older Lean and was built like the accomplished athlete he was. "That's next week. This week I'm working on new classroom modules, Lean-ah."
Lean hated that nickname, but Tork was his best friend, so he shrugged it off. "Have you put much thought into my sister’s birthday present? You don't want Haylo to lose interest before the wedding."
"Never. I'm the best thing to happen to her since—"
"Since her last wedding?"
"Shut up! He was a lump."
"Of course, he was. He didn't know how good he had it with my sister. I trust you'll treat her like the equal she is?"
"Hells no! She's ten times my superior in every way. Unlike her big brother." The elevator arrived, saving Lean from another punch in the arm.
The two of them joined another three in the glass box. Someone had already pushed the button for the Subterranean 2 transit level, but Tork pressed it again. He looked over to see Lean frowning at him. "What? I like to be sure."
"No, you just like to push buttons, mechanical or emotional."
"Can't deny it." He grinned and shrugged.
"That's why you're such a good trainer."
"You think so?"
"Well, it's not your looks or physical prowess, you lump."
"Ta, Short Stick."
Despite being a high-speed conveyance, the elevator stopped on every floor until it was full. At the thirty-fifth floor the auto-announce interrupted Lean and Tork's banter. "Maximum capacity is reached. Next stop, Lobby." Everyone reached for a railing or one of the handles hanging from the ceiling as the elevator descended almost fast enough for them all to feel weightless.
Tork, standing close in the filled space, didn't hold on to a railing or strap. "Why so early today?"
"I've got meetings around town, including one with the CEO of the Fyr Valley Resort & Spa Trust."
"Fyr Valley? That's fly, brother! Haylo wants me to take her there for a week of steam and steam, if you know what I mean."
"I do. Just keep the details to yourself, please."
In front of Tork, an older woman with a tattoo of the Life Tree on the back of her smooth skull looked back over her shoulder. "Yes, please. To yourself." She turned back forward without waiting for a response, which was good because Tork just stuck out his tongue and rolled his eyes like a child.
The elevator arrived at the lobby before Tork escalated things, which was his least redeeming habit. Button-pushing really was his forte, and he'd been pushing Lean's since they were teens. Half of the passengers departed and four more boarded for the quick trip to S2. 
At the Transit level Lean and Tork filed off with the others, aiming for the transit train platform. Tork tapped Lean on the shoulder quickly with two fingers, to get his attention. "You're heading to the office?"
"Sort of."
"I have to meet my Captain at the Cobalt Trade Show in the Centre before heading out to the Training centre, so you're on your own."
Lean shook his head. Tork got a little overprotective at times, but he wasn't wrong. Lean wasn't the biggest or most impressive male specimen on the streets and because he'd been harassed and shoved around when they were kids, Tork assumed he was still a pushover. "I think I'll be fine. I've only done the trip alone for three years." He was pretty sure he'd be fine, though it was tough being a freak.
"Fine. Maybe just take off your shades while you're below. They make you stand out."
Tork was right. Lean removed his protective lenses and slipped them into his lined shirt pocket. He always took them off in the elevator, but traveling with Tork had distracted him and he'd forgotten. He wouldn't need them again until he was back outside, though sometimes he wished it wasn't such a big deal for a man to wear the nearly black shades. Of course, most men only saw a limited spectrum of light that showed their world as dreary and drab compared to the three spectra most women and some very few men saw, including ultraviolet and infrared. Lean was one of the rare lucky men able to see the full visual spectrum as well as strong ultraviolet and infrared sources, thus his need for shades out in bright daylight—shades that made him a target by "chest-puffing manly men" as his sister called them. Lean had been dealing with them his entire life so he just called them 'assholes' when they pointed out his apparent shortcomings.
The lighting within the transit system was designed to accommodate what those in the government called "visually gifted" just to win votes. In reality, the men in charge kept pushing for harsher lighting and direct sunlight so 'real' men didn't have to squint in the twilight conditions. They were vehemently and voraciously opposed by the few women who'd managed to grab council seats in obscure parts of the city. Lean's sister wanted to be one of those women someday.
His shades tucked in his pocket, Lean quietly observed as the women up and down the train removed their own shades while the men smirked at what they considered to be a weakness but what women privately touted as a superior condition.
The seats of the long, silver, flexible, hundred-metre-long-single-car commuter train were all occupied with a full sampling of Qord City's citizenry. Shiny brown heads glowed in the soft light as Lean saw both their skin tones and their heat signatures. Tests when he was twelve showed that he had at least 92% of the spectral range that the average woman had, so he knew that the women around him saw what he did. He found the warm glow of humanity in the soft lighting of the train quite relaxing. Just so long as no one spoke to him.
A gasp to his right pulled his attention away from people-glow. He turned to see a woman staring up at the closest news screen above them, her hand covering her mouth and tears welling up in her eyes. Lean looked up at the screen to see what upset the woman, and now gasps, sobs, and shocked curses sounded up and down the train.
It was a 'Special Newscast' with a breaking report. Someone important must be dead, thought Lean. The scrolling caption feed on the bottom of the screen cleared and began again. Controversial engineer/actor/philanthropist billionaire Jeht Mason died earlier today on his 47th birthday when he dove his hand-made, experimental sport-wing into Gola Lake from an altitude of 1000 metres in an attempt to set a new world record for highest 'crush dive'. Although shown here receiving an ūze dose from his personal ūzūk twenty minutes before the incident, one anonymous first responder revealed that Mason's body was shattered and crushed almost beyond recognition. The video above the scrolling banner showed Lean's tall, grinning, too-handsome-for-his-own-good employer cradling his arm-length, pet ūzūk lizard just before the metallic-gold-footed, feathered reptile sank its fangs into Mason's forearm, injecting him with the temporarily cell-modifying venom that should have protected the man from the impact of the stunt.
"Shit," Lean whispered to no one in particular. Shocked low conversations mixed with the hum of the train zipping along on its rails and he saw that nearly everyone's temperature rose with the news. He'd met Mason once, at the opening of their innovative Starlight Towers, and Lean had been impressed. Jeht Mason was a showman and a publicity lover, but he was also a gifted engineer and visionary and Lean was grateful for the environmentally sustainable, creative, and industry-leading architectural work he got to be part of. 
 The train sped through the city, arriving at stops every minute or so. Lean alternated between watching the screen for more news about the tragedy, reading the poster ads for vacations in resorts like Fyr Valley and Baleem Islands, or playoffs tickets for the Hammerball League-leading Qord City Qrushers, and staring out the window at the bioluminescent moss gardens that lined the wide transit tunnels. Specially designed to thrive in the environment of noise and vibration, the mosses were a vital part of the city's ecosystem. He usually found the glow beyond the dimly lit train to be relaxing and comforting, but Jeht Mason's death loomed large and the conversations around him were too intrusive, the women leaning toward shock and sadness while most of the men loudly speculated on the cause of the accident to anyone who would listen. When the train finally pulled into his stop at Qord Square, Lean exited, in serious need of a half hour of quiet in his private lab, cradling a cup of gojuice.
Roughly half of the two hundred or so occupants of the train disembarked, only to be replaced by nearly as many waiting to board. The conversational buzz surrounding Mason's controversial death increased in volume and emotion around him as Lean moved with the living tide to the exit that would take him to the small lab he leased for his private side project. It was small now, but if he got the results he was hoping for, the potential for growth was phenomenal. It would also herald his ability to contribute in a meaningful way on his own and maybe gain him a little recognition.

o0o


Their flashlight balanced on a rock to illuminate the pit opening, the killer quickly went through the pockets of the coveralls on the body on the cold stone of the cave floor they’d carried it to. Out of the pockets came the usual detritus: a pen, a keycard, a small flashlight, a sealed bag containing two small vials of water, and a small notebook. A quick look at the contents of the notebook confirmed that the boy had been looking where he shouldn't have been. A business card fell out of the notebook and fluttered to the floor, nearly disappearing over the edge into the pit. The name on the card wasn't familiar to the killer, but the company was. 
"Who are you, Chek Cooper, and why was Bern spying for Starlight Trust?"
The notebook, water samples, and business card went into the killer's pocket and in the narrow beam of the flashlight they tipped the night-vision-goggle-wearing body over and dumped it into the pit, head-first. The wet thud of the body slamming into the rocky bottom echoed up to the ledge and startled a few bats into alarmed flight. 
"Godsdamned bats. Can't breathe in this place without getting a nose-full of their stink. Ought to burn you all."
A quick search with the flashlight made certain nothing was left behind, and the killer left, walking slowly backwards in their own footsteps in the dust.

o0o


Lean's key card opened the outer door to the reception area of the lab but no one sat at the big desk and no one waited on the three comfy old chairs, eager to get an update or make a proposal, or apply for a job, or whatever. Technically, he was the sole owner and employee of the company officially registered as 'Future Weaver Developments', but in truth he was unofficially partnered with his Starlight Trust coworker, Bonna. 
The only signs that this wasn't just an empty office space were the metre-wide FWD logo on the wall above and behind the desk, a humming little refrigerator in the corner, the light in the room beyond the tempered frosted glass door to the left of the desk, and two simple green envelopes on the floor that he kicked before he saw them upon entering. He retrieved his mail from the floor, closing the outer door with his foot as he stepped into the space and looked at the return addresses. He recognized them, having been to the offices of both of the foundations to make presentations for research grants to fund the very lab he was standing in. 
To date he'd paid for everything himself, but to go much further he needed both an influx of grant money and the attention of at least one of the two foundations. It had been a month and a month-and-a-half since he'd made his presentations and both committees assured him it would take them no longer than two weeks to make their decisions. He'd given himself a deadline of one more week before he started calling for updates. Now, it appeared he had the updates in his hands. 
He sat on the edge of the desk and opened the first envelope, holding his breath until he read the words "we're sorry but…". He let out a long sigh, relieved to at least have an answer. If they both said 'no'… he didn't want to think about it. He knew his and Bonna's work was groundbreaking and vital, but there were limits as to what they could achieve in a lab not much bigger than his bedroom. He opened the second envelope. "Ta you for applying, but…" 
 "Shit." His first instinct was to crumple the letters and toss them out, but he hadn't gotten this far without some stubbornness. He folded the letters and put them in his satchel, to show Bonna, later. 
He retrieved a bottle of cold gojuice from the fridge then used his key card to get through the second door and into the negative-pressure vestibule of the lab proper. He stopped just inside that door, though, and took in the little hydroponic operation he had going beyond the glass wall. He looked lovingly at delicate Blessing vines growing thick and lustrous, climbing wires in the low grow-light to a soft instrumental melody infused with gentle beta waves.
A buzz from his watch reminded him of his first pending meeting. He didn't have much time, but he had enough to review last night's progress while he sipped his juice. He checked that the video camera facing into the little greenhouse was on, then he woke up the computer on the small desk on his side of the glass. The flat monitor flickered and came to life quickly. Lean typed a command and the lights in the greenhouse increased fifty percent. He typed a second command and the music and beta waves stopped. A third command activated a zig-zagging mechanical track on the greenhouse's ceiling, and a shoe box-sized tractor with a ball the size of his head hanging from a rope began to move slowly from the far end of the greenhouse toward him at the desk. It wove its way in slow motion down the length of the space, first left, then right, then back left. At first nothing happened and Lean was disappointed, but then he remembered to turn on the speakers sitting on the desk. 
A soft hum came from the left-hand speaker, but it increased ever so slightly as the hanging ball neared the vines on the left. The sound was still quite soft, so he increased the volume on the speakers until the hum filled the room. As the ball moved away when the tractor followed the track to the right, the hum softened and stopped. The ball crossed the centre line of the aisle and the hum built slowly in the right speaker as the ball approached the right-side vines. Lean giggled. Then he closed his eyes, as if he were blind, and listened for the hum to tell him where the ball was. It took three minutes for the slow-moving tractor to bring the ball right to the window in front of him where it was programmed to stop, and the whole time Lean grinned like an idiot as tears flowed. They were one step closer to making a difference in the world! 
He'd successfully genetically modified common Blessing vines to respond audibly to movement! He couldn't have done it without Bonna, though. She was the one who had suggested adding a minuscule solution of low-dose liquid radioactive trilbium to his hydroponics, to break down peptides that blocked cellular adaptation with his splicing. She turned his twenty-percent splice success rate into ninety-two-percent, and he was seeing the incredible results right in front of him. He couldn't wait to tell her. They didn't have funding, but they had success. From the desk drawer he plucked a large blue envelope, addressed and almost ready to go. It was time to send the patent application in. He and Bonna had both signed it, so all that was left to do was date it and courier it to the Patent Office.
Lean entered a command in the computer and the tractor started its slow journey back across the greenhouse. He turned off the speakers and dimmed the lights until he saw the soft glow in the vine stalks that pulsed as the ball approached. The visual reaction was natural in the vines, but the audible reaction was all Future Weaver Developments. His watch buzzed a second time.
"Dammit!" He entered the reset command and the lights on the vines came back up and the music resumed. He saved the video recording to the back-up drive beneath the desk, chugged down his juice, transferred the patent application from the desk drawer to his satchel, and left Future Weaver Developments behind, jogging to make up for lost time.






  
  Two


Coming up on the escalator from the transit level into the Starlight Trust tower, Lean only saw two media teams standing outside the tower doors, but as soon as he reached the main floor, he could see dozens of reporters jockeying for position on the pedestrian mall outside the tall, wide, glass main doors. As expected, Jeht Mason's death was big news. Already running late, Lean got caught up in a slow-moving line into the Starlight Office Tower and did his best to remain professional and not huff and sigh his frustration. Two men not far in front of him didn't seem to care about what others thought as they loudly griped to each other about the delay. Their personal ūzūks lay across their shoulders, the only sign of irritation in the lizards being their tail twitches. 
"Maybe if we stopped hiring bricks and hired a few lunar vets who know what the hells they're doing…"
Lean wondered if the two men did care what their Starlight coworkers thought and this little "show" was the usual chest puffing and posturing, but the grumbling got picked up all along the line and the mood entering Starlight Trust Tower darkened. The few women of Starlight just arriving for work kept their heads down and their mouths shut. Lean made sure his shades were well down in his pocket, out of sight. The line picked up a bit of speed and he was soon at the checkpoint. The security officer, Stow, looked exhausted and frustrated as he accepted Lean's identification card and held it up to the scanner.
"Stow, are you ok? What's up?"
"Hey, Lean. One of the media grubs snuck past us before things tightened up and started wandering through the tower, broadcasting live footage of weeping and shocked staff. They're still looking for her." He handed Lean his pass. "Talk to no one you don't know and absolutely report anyone that looks suspicious."
The man behind Lean nudged him and he got the hint. "Will do, Stow. Ta." Finally cleared, he quickly made his way to the elevators, which ran up the outside of the tower. Once inside the glass box, Lean closed his eyes, turned his back to his fellow passengers and quietly donned his shades.Then, as he did every trip up, he marvelled at the captivating view as the elevator rose within the soaring glass and greenery of Qord City. Even filtered by his lenses, sunlight broke into spectra and bounced off solar panels and mirrored windows for blocks, illuminating thin, cascading waterfalls, reflecting pools, fountains, vertical forests, glass bridges, and carefully designed green spaces on rooftop terraces both near and far. It was all framed by the morning's deep azure blue spring sky. The elevator came to a stop and he turned from the view and stepped onto the sixty-seventh floor of Starlight Trust's Tower Four, quickly pocketing his shades as he did. Floors fifteen to sixty were residential units, but the top floors were saved for Starlight Trust, with the sixty-three and sixty-four for ecochitects and engineers who actually designed the trust's major projects not just in Qord City but around the globe and even on Acasa's largest moon, Lumina. Mason had often said he wanted his people to be visionaries in the sky, not drudges in the basement, and Lean sincerely hoped whoever took over from their fallen CEO felt the same way.
Not surprisingly, the usual morning buzz was subdued.He made his way to the bridge across the verdant, sunlit atrium to his little office not drawing attention to a few sniffles and an occasional sob just out of sight around corners or behind drafting tables. This being the design floor there were as many drafting tables as there were computers.
"Oy! Weaver!"
Lean was three steps onto the four-person-wide, mesh-covered, rigid bridge across the atrium when a shout beckoned to him from his right. There was no mistaking the voice of his supervisor, Mott Wheeler. No one else on the top two floors of Tower Four had such a unique nasal bass voice. Lean was proud of his own rich baritone, but Mott's bass carried across the atrium and cut through conversations up and down the tower.
"Weaver! C'mere!"
Lean looked over at Mott and nodded. The big man stood with two other male supervisors, Xemp and Awl. Of course they were men. While women might be needed to do the design work because of the visual spectra involved, they invariably did it beneath the more "qualified" management males. Mott was a little obnoxious as Lean's immediate supervisor, but Xemp and Awl were laid back and minimally effective members of the management team simply doing their office work-term waiting for their chance to join a flight to the Starlight mining facility on Lumina. Like most men, they lived for the dream of space flight and a chance to prove their worth on the moon. Going to the moon, whether it was as an administrator or a labourer, moved a man up to a whole different set of social strata. Doors opened for former Lumina Crew members that didn't open for anyone else, especially women and the handful of men like Lean whose worth was, by his own admission, less. 
He was still ten metres away from the boys when Mott started ranting. "What happened to him, Weaver? Did he forget his ūze dose, or was it an equipment error? You know biology and stuff." The three of them were electrical engineers, but that seemed to be the limit of their knowledge.
Lean joined the trio and kept his voice low, knowing how well it carried in the atrium despite the baffles in place. He didn't need some errant media grub overhearing and quoting him. "I only saw the quick report on the news flash. He went up, did the dive, and didn't survive." Despite the serious topic of conversation, he wanted to laugh, though. Like almost all men, the three supervisors had tritanopia and couldn't tell the difference between blue and green, purple and red, and yellow and pink, and today they were all wearing combinations of green and pink that hurt Lean's sense of style almost as much as it hurt his eyes.
Tubby little Awl snorted. "Didn't survive? He was crushed like a girl when he hit the lake, like someone who never felt the rush of ūze."
Xemp shook his head, obviously as upset by their employer's death as Lean was. "He broke and burst, they said."
Awl nodded like a puppet. "That's what I heard. An anonymous First Responder leaked it. It's not like it was his first crush dive, either. Hells, I did two last month, though not from that height."
"You ever do a crush, Weaver?" Mott asked. 
His supervisor had only been in the Tower for three months, so maybe he didn't know about Lean. Then again, he might have read his file and knew everything he needed to know. Lean decided to play it safe and professional and assume Mott was innocent. "Never. I don't fly."
Xemp squinted at Lean. "What? Never? Afraid?"
"No. No certificate." He turned so the men could see the right side of his neck and pulled down his collar. His neck was bare, which was unheard of for a male over the age of fifteen. As soon as the first dose of ūze coursed through a boy's veins and triggered his initial short-term cellular change, he took his first flying lesson then ran out and got his flight tattoo consisting of three small rectangular bricks at twelve o'clock, four o'clock, and eight o'clock. The whole tatt was no bigger than a man's thumb knuckle, but it was the badge of honor, the entry ticket into an exclusive club, the rite of passage that Lean could never have.
"Ouch. Vertigo? Speed sickness?" Xemp seemed truly confused and needed an answer. 
"Allergic."
"To flying?"
"To ūze. The test dose nearly killed me. Anaphylaxis. Full respiratory shut down."
"You're allergic to ūze? Oh shit. How do you function? What about hammerball or ax catching or bricking?"
"None of it. No ūze, no cellular armour." Lean's watch buzzed an alarm and he checked the time. "Permission to get to work, Mott? I have to prep and get to a meeting at the Fyr Valley Resort offices over on 12th."
Mott nodded, distracted. "Yeah. Go. Awl and Bonna are repping their departments, too. Tell Bonna on your way past her work station to meet in half an hour at Awl's office over in Electrical."
"Sure. Awl's in half, over in Electrical." He was surprised by the addition of a manager. Between himself and Bonna, there wasn't a question the Fyr Valley people could throw at them that they couldn't answer. Although the residential development they were proposing adjacent to the resort was original and unique, it was technically identical to three others Lean and his team had designed for other clients; but if Management wanted to send Awl, then Awl was point man, and that took the pressure off Lean and Bonna. The two of them would only be expected to supply facts, not stroke egos.
No longer near the bridge, Lean walked the long way around the atrium, flashing smiles and brushing knuckles on knuckles in greeting. As he approached Bonna's work station he didn't see her polished head bobbing up and down as she worked through one of the many structural problems that landed on her desk on a daily basis. Her eyes even more sensitive than Lean's, she was always in the office before sunrise and had her day half done before he even started his own. Such was the case with most of the women in the company who weren't directly assistants to men.
He stepped to the edge of her low-partitioned space and took a quick inventory. There was her briefcase, her laptop was on her desk, and… her brew mug was missing.
"Ready for Fyr Valley Resort meeting, partner?" She always spoke softly, but succinctly; just loud and clear enough to be heard and understood, but no more. On the other hand, her nearly soundless footsteps on any surface of floor allowed her to enter and leave a space almost unnoticed, except by Lean. She possessed the most radiant smile, warmest green glow, and most enchanting natural citrus scent he'd ever had the pleasure to be around. Even when she snuck up behind him, Lean couldn't help but notice when his business partner was nearby. 
Lean brushed knuckles slowly and firmly with her as she slipped past him and into her space with her mug. Combined with the sweet steam of her brew, her scent was even more intoxicating than usual. "I'm as ready as I'll ever be. We know this project, we practically wrote the regs, and our work on the Foothills project set the bar for Spine residential specs so high that only we can meet them and stay within budget. Which is why Mott is sending Awl with us." He grinned.
"Awl?" She unplugged her laptop and slid it into her case. "Has he even read the proposal?"
"I damn well hope so. He took over Electrical last week. Also, I've seen him in action and he may be a bit thick, but he knows how to defer to his team on non-electrical issues, and backs them one hundred percent. We're to meet at his office in thirty." He checked his watch. "Twenty-five."
"Perfect." She slipped past him again and started walking in the direction of his office. "That gives us enough time to hide from that rogue reporter raising hells, and refine our pitch for Fyr Valley’s new on-site grey-water facility."
He followed her. "Good thinking. A reporter putting all our jobs at risk is not what we need around here today." He looked around quickly, to see if anyone was skulking, listening. "Unless Derk Shiner agrees to the upgrades, he's not going to get approval under the new guidelines. I called the resort last week and spoke with his youngest son, Bern. He suggested we appeal to his father through our awards, and say that we'll be doing for Fyr Valley what no one else has, and it will earn Shiner Senior accolades and recognition."
"Ah. He likes trophies, does he?" They arrived at Lean's modest three-metre-by-three-metre office. Four times the size of Bonna's generic workspace, it not only had a desk and a drafting table, but also three chairs and a wide window with a view similar to that of the elevators. What space wasn't needed for humans or their work in the office was filled with greenery—Blessing vines, slender silver-and-gold Phoenix blooms, two narrow, potted, wide-leafed Sanction trees, and a window box of bright green ground cover spotted with tiny, pink Hope flowers that were a gift from Bonna. She sat in the chair furthest from the window, slipping her shades on. Squinting himself, Lean stepped past her and twirled the control to close the blinds and plunge them into a comfortable twilight. "I dropped by the lab on the way in. It works! The vines are now responding to proximity and emitting sound. The hybrids are stable and growing lush and strong. You’re a genius." 
Bonna removed her shades but kept them in hand, as if the blinds might suddenly open and let the sunlight wreak havoc with her sensitive vision. "That’s great! All I did was make a suggestion. The whole amazing project is your baby."
Lean shook his head. "But my splicing wasn’t taking. You solved the problem. The splices are ninety-percent successful."
"It's just a little trick I learned studying radioactive shielding in undergraduate chemistry. We'll celebrate later, but right now, Fyr Valley. I don't know why Shiner is pushing back against the new grey-water facility. Your proposal makes it blend right into the cliffside, and if he goes for the version that includes his resort, the tax breaks on the upgrade will cover the extra cost."
"Of course, it will, but according to him his father didn't need a huge grey-water facility when he built the place, so he doesn't need one now. His son Bern isn't high enough up in the organization to have any clout, but he's right about the awards and accolades, but even if Mason's office let us borrow them, we can't haul plaques and trophies across town with us today, so what'll we do?"
"Magazines. You've got them, don't you? The issues showing Mason accepting the Environmental Exemplar Award and the Community Continuity Award from the Governor?"
"Probably." He spun his chair around and opened the file cabinet against the wall. The file he wanted was right in the front, where he could easily find it and reread the articles about the innovations he'd spearheaded last year in their efforts to create a signature work of functional art disguised as a resort community built into the cliffs overlooking the Velop River. He didn't need to read the articles often, but once in a while, when he couldn't get his head around a problem, he went back to them, to remind himself that those problems were once considered to be unsolvable, too. He slid the clear-plastic-covered magazines out of the file, spun back around, and placed them reverently on the desk. None of the articles named him, but he could live with that for the time being.
Bonna wiped her fingertips on her vest and picked up one magazine by the corner of the plastic protector. "You should have these framed and up where everyone can see them. You achieved things no one had ever tried before and saved the client and the firm millions. The fact that Mason gave you credit in print is amazing."
Lean chuckled. "He didn't exactly give me credit, he simply said 'the senior ecochitect on the project'."
"But still. We all know that's you." She took a slow breath and her demeanour changed. "I'll miss his hand guiding the firm. He had a magical touch."
"He did. I solved the technical problem, but he took the concept and expanded it way beyond what I had imagined. He was a true visionary, a—." His phone rang. He raised an eyebrow at Bonna. "No one ever calls me here, at least not before lunch." It rang again and he pressed the speaker button. His life was boring and he had no secrets from Bonna. "Starlight Trust. Lean Weaver here."
"Weaver, your Fyr Valley meeting is canceled, sort of. Shiner's youngest son died in an accident this morning, so the father has flown back to the resort."
"What? Bern?"
"Yeah, that's his name. Bern."
Lean's breath caught. He'd had a good conversation with Bern last week. He was a smart student who had big, environmentally savvy dreams for the family business. "Damn. So, what are we to do about the proposal? We need him to sign off on the outline so we don't waste time designing something he's not going to build."
"That's not a problem. You're taking the train out to Fyr Valley first thing tomorrow. You'll be staying three nights, meeting Derk Shiner the day after tomorrow."
"I'm going out to Fyr Valley? By myself? Representing the project alone?" So much for dodging the pressure with Awl as Point Man.
"Oh, you're not representing the project, you're representing the whole Trust. Mason's service is the same day and everyone from the nut job that tunes the sprinkler system to the entire Board of Directors will be attending. Except you and the accounting head who's dealing with the annual audit. Sorry."
Shit! "We can't postpone Fyr Valley? I really want to attend the service."
"You are attending, just not Mason's service. You'll be repping the Trust at Shiner Junior's service, so pack your best suit."
This was crap! "Why me?"
"Shiner Senior asked for you. Or he asked for the senior ecochitect Mason mentioned in the interviews. You're booked on the sunrise train tomorrow morning. Come see me after your meeting with the Permit Appeal Committee after lunch and I'll fill you in on all the little details the Board wants handled while you're there."
"Um, sure. Of course, Mott. After the Committee."
"Good. And if you see Bonna, tell her about the cancellation. I called her desk but she didn't answer. Probably off doing girl stuff."
"'Girl stuff?'" Lean was glad Mott couldn't see Bonna's face right then. He was sure she was going to pop a vein.
"You know, buffing her head or straightening her skirts or whatever it is they do for so long on break."
"Ah. That 'girl stuff'. Gotcha. If I see her, I'll let her know about the cancellation and get her notes to take with me."
"Good. I'll have Awl bring me the prospectus from Electrical. Management wants us to push hard for the new solar array and Awl has all the specs you'll need."
"Ta."
"Yup." The line went dead. Bonna closed her eyes, took a long, deliberate breath, held it for a couple of seconds, then let it out even slower. Lean gave her the moments she needed. When she was finished, she was radiating less heat and her smile reached her eyes. "One day he's going to say the wrong something to the wrong someone and she's going to hit him like the offensive asshole he is."
"Promise you'll let me watch?"
"Promise you'll stop me before I get fired or arrested?"
"Deal." He stretched over and brushed knuckles with her to seal the pact like they were kids.
She slid the magazines back across his desk to him and he returned them to the file cabinet. "Now that we're not rushing across town, tell me about the appeal committee thing." She leaned back in her chair.
"They want to discuss the proposed amendments to the Urban Habitat Act."
"The amendments you drafted and submitted privately?"
"Maybe not so privately. I suspect someone from—" A crash just outside the office door cut him off.
"That's total bat shit! No! He absolutely did not!"
Lean and Bonna looked at each other, eyebrows raised, curious. Bonna whispered. "Lola?" Lean nodded.
"If I find that media grub, I'll end her right where she stands!"






  
  Three


Lean went to the doorway. Tall, broad-shouldered Lola stood over her desk, glaring at her phone. "Lola. What's up?" 
"Where did you see her, Lark? Did you call Security? Good! Pray they find her before I do!" The junior ecochitect screamed one final time into the phone and slammed it down on the cradle. Lean was surprised the handset didn't shatter, but forgot it immediately when Lola spun on him, fury in her eyes and her knuckles white from fists clenched too hard. "The media tramp that's running loose in here is saying he took his own life!"
"Who?"
"My Uncle Jeht."
Lean had forgotten Lola was the boss' niece. She never used the fact to gain advantage within the firm and she was an Archer, not a Mason, so many didn't make the connection. 
Lola slumped. "Shit. This is going to break Mom's heart if it hits the news."
Lean stepped up to the edge of her workspace, Bonna right on his heels. He held out his fist and Lola rubbed knuckles with him. "There's no way he killed himself. He was happy and successful and richer than any of the gods. Wasn't he?" He had to ask. The facts weren't always what the public heard, even the public within the firm.
"He was, all three."
"How do they say he did it? Faked the ūze?"
"That's what 'they' are saying, but my dad was filming it and he said Jeht did everything according to regs. He had to. He was trying for the world record and the rules are strict. His personal ūzūk, his hand-built crush-dive ship. He even skipped breakfast, like when he was on a Lumina crew heading to the moon."
"Do you want to take the day?" Lean didn't have much personnel authority, but as senior ecochitect he could grant a single day off to one of his team without having to fill out reams of paperwork.
"No, I'm good, ta. The work distracts me, especially with our meeting with the Arborists Union later today at the GreenSpace Centre."
"That shouldn't be a long meeting but they have a grievance or two so we get to listen and bring back their concerns about safety in the mega-atriums. We smile, we nod, we report back."
"What a gods-damned waste of our time."
"I guess. But better our time than senior management's. The union local executive knows that you and I have no authority so they'll present the facts officially and we'll be done. If they had anyone higher up than Mott, they'd give a six-hour presentation that repeated four talking points over and over and over." He exaggerated a yawn. "Until everyone in the room wanted to ūze up and bash heads."
"It sounds like you've been to one of these meetings."
"Two, actually. They should have saved time and just started bashing heads."
"Which is why women don't get to negotiate." She nodded at Bonna. "We don't bash heads."
Bonna smiled. "Not more than once, anyway."
Lean smiled with his coworkers, but didn't feel their mirth. Because of their gender-based fatal intolerance to ūze, like Lean they were incapable of head bashing or crush diving or playing the extremely violent and dangerous hammerball, and so they were excused by men with knowing nods and sexist, usually passive-aggressive, digs. But a man who couldn't do those things wouldn't be so lucky. The Arborists Union was a typical labor organization in that it was filled with former and current 'flyers and diggers' as the astronauts and lunar miners called themselves. Men like Lean who couldn't travel to space for one medical reason or another were razzed and abused as 'walkers' or 'crawlers', depending on how big an asshole the name-caller was.
Lean could handle the Arborists, mostly because he didn't advertise his ūze intolerance, but also because his father was the famous Tarn Weaver, the astronaut and miner hero who saved twenty-three men on Lumina when the air-scrubber in their quarters crapped out in the middle of the night and he dragged them one and two at a time to the safety of the common room next door before sealing them in and calling for emergency assistance. Amongst unions and collectives worldwide, Commander Tarn Weaver was a hero and the unofficial president of The Manly Men Association of Toughies. Fortunately for Lean, his father was also a great dad who never once made Lean feel less than whole for being ūze-intolerant and not living the tough life the world expected him to, even when the rest of the world did, including himself.
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After taking a half hour to sit in his office with Bonna and Lola and reminisce about Jeht Mason and the man's place in the world, Lean switched from gojuice to brew and made his way over to Awl's office. As soon as he stepped into the Electrical Engineering Department even the air felt different, as if he'd walked out of a funeral and onto a playing field. The conversations were all still about Starlight's Founder and CEO, but there wasn't a note of mourning anywhere.
"He should have been able to survive a thousand metres!"
"Have you ever done a thousand, you brick?"
"No one has. It was supposed to be a record."
"I did five-hundred in Baleem last year."
"Bat shit! Five?"
"Five! The guy after me went from six hundred but he double-ūzed to do it and didn't look so good after."
"He doubled?"
"Yeah. Some idiot student tourist from Tellet."
"You can't double. It doesn't work."
"Tell him that. We recorded it. I'll bring the disk in tomorrow, to prove it."
"Where's Pratt?"
"‘Waste management’." Their code for ‘in the bathroom’.
"But Mason was going for a thousand. What made him think he could survive three zeros?"
"His crush-dive ship. I caught a glimpse of the design. The rules state you can't add reinforcement, but you can change the layout, and he changed the angle of the crush couch by 8-degrees, which would have redistributed the impact. It was pure gen—" The speaker noticed Lean propping up the pillar just beyond the group. "Weaver! Tell these bricks what a crush-couch change of 8-degrees will do."
Lean stepped a little closer to the conversation, but stayed just outside of the formation. All five of the men wore low-collar shirts to expose their neck tattoos and Lean was immediately self-conscious of his higher collar and lack of neck ink. "Me? Not my expertise, Vant. Sorry. One of the girls over in Mechanical might know."
"LEANA THE GREENA IS TOTALLY ŪZELESS!" The roar and accompanying unmistakable shrill laughter pierced the air from somewhere back over Lean’s left shoulder and he spun just as tall, chunky Pratt charged out of a side corridor, his eyes bulging with intensity and his ūzūk wrapped tightly around his neck. Lean had no time to jump out of the way of the ūzed engineer, but he was able to pivot around just enough that Pratt's charge narrowly missed him. Unfortunately, Pratt kicked Lean's ankle as he roared past and the ūze-head lost his balance. While Lean was registering the blazing pain in his leg, Pratt stumbled, plowed into his teammate Vant, and took the two of them straight through the glass wall of the department’s conference room.
The tempered glass shattered into small pieces and flew everywhere, electrical engineers covered their faces and turned away, cursing, while ūzed-up Pratt hit two chairs and the long table, with Vant as a cushion. Lean heard rather than saw the snap of bone when Vant impacted the table’s rounded edge. They all hurried to respond to the accident and Vant rose slowly and awkwardly from the tangle of bodies and furniture, cradling his left arm which had an extra bend in it, halfway between his elbow and wrist. In probably more pain than Lean, he still had enough focus to turn and kick Pratt hard in the ribs. Pratt was still ūzed-up, so it was like kicking a brick wall, and Vant limped out of the shattered remains of the conference room. Lean could see that Vant was barely holding back his rage but had the foresight to know that the situation was bad enough without him screaming obscenities and offending just about everyone in the tower. Lean, too, ground his own teeth down around the words he wanted to fling at Pratt, and instead found a chair and sat. His ankle hurt like he'd just been hit with a boulder, but he was pretty sure nothing was broken.
Pratt clambered to his feet, looked around and saw Lean. His voice was sluggish and deep from the ūze-effect. "You tripped me, you little shit!" He got two stumbling steps before Awl and two other engineers tackled him. The three of them weren’t ūzed, but they still had enough combined mass to take him off his feet.
Awl was the first one standing and he positioned himself strategically between Pratt and his target. "Pratt Shifter, you are hereby suspended without pay until a review board can decide your fate." A crowd began to form, but stayed back, out of reach of whatever or whoever had caused all the damage.
"The bat bastard tripped me! I was just pranking him!" His words were still thick and slow, but he stood up and took another step toward Lean. Awl halted him with a hand on his chest.
"One more step and you go to jail for assaulting Weaver. That might still happen, but for now you’re just suspended. Security will escort you off the property." On cue, two rock-solid officers at least a head taller than Pratt stepped through the gathered crowd and snapped their shock wands to their full metre length. Sparks ran around the last three centimetres of each wand.
Pratt heard the electric sparking of the wands and even as ūze-thick as he was, he was still smart enough to raise his hands high. His ūzūk tightened her grip on his neck but he didn't mind. "No shocks. I’ll go." He laughed, which caught them all off guard. "My uncle has Qrushers playoffs tickets, so I guess I’ll go see some gods-damned games with real men." As he was escorted away, Lean heard his parting shot loud and clear. "This conversation isn’t over, Weaver!"
Lean stood, tucked his shaking hands into his pants pockets and turned to Awl. He tried to keep his voice calm and free of both fury and fear, but he could hear just a little quaver he hoped the others couldn't. He smiled at the Electrical Lead. "Awl, can I get the report on the electromagnetic stress tests for my meeting with the Arborists this afternoon, please? And the prospectus and specs for the new solar array for my trip to Fyr Valley?"
Momentarily confused, Awl stared at him, then eventually nodded slowly, as if he understood Lean's need to continue on like all was good and fine in the world. "Sure." He turned to the closest member of his team. "Make some calls and get this all cleaned up. Please. Get Vant to Medical, too."
The gathered crowd broke up and drifted away, mumbling and whispering amongst themselves. Lean ignored them, and followed Awl toward his office on the north wall, favouring his injured ankle. 
"Holy of holies, Lean, I can't explain or apologize for what the hells just happened out there. Are you hurt? You're limping."
"Nothing serious. Pratt kicked my ankle on the way past. I'll survive." He could put most of his weight on it, so Lean suspected the injury wasn't too serious.
"I'll take your word for it. See Medical for the pain if you need it. I'd let you go home, but there's just too much that needs to be done today. I can't believe you get to actually go to the resort, Weaver. I'd kill for that meeting. Anything to get out of the city for a couple days."
"It's not like I'm going on holiday, Awl. I have a meeting and a funeral service to attend. Not just attend, but represent the whole entire Trust."
"Really? Couldn't get me to do that. You're welcome to it. I hate funerals."
"Try not to say that too loudly at Mason's. The Board might not be impressed."
"Not a problem. I'll be at my desk. Or at home, if they close the office for the day." They arrived at Awl's office, which was only slightly larger than Lean's but looked twice as big without all of the greenery. Instead, his walls were framed blueprints of the handful of projects he'd worked on. His blinds were wide open and the direct sunlight nearly blinded Lean. He whipped out his shades and got them on while he was still able to see. 
"I was under the impression attendance at Mason's service is mandatory," Lean noted.
"Manda—? Aw shit." He selected two files from a small pile on his desk and handed them to Lean. "How much to let me take your place in Fyr Valley?"
"Not a chance. Derk Shiner requested me specifically. Suck it up. It's only a two-hour service."
"Two?" He dropped into his chair and slumped.
Lean held up the files. "Ta for these. I'll take a quick look at them and call you if I have any questions before I go."
"Yeah. Whatever. Two hours? Kill me now."
Leaving Awl to his moaning, Lean pocketed his shades as soon as he was clear of the office and the searing light. Conversations around the office were reduced to hushed words of conjecture and though he could feel questioning eyes on him, Lean limped back to the ecochitect section. 
Back in his office Lean dropped into his chair, grateful to get off his ankle. He started in on Awl's reports, scribbling salient points in his notebook. He saw some comforting numbers like reinforced stress points, improved load capacity, and redundant cut-offs. He was just finishing up when Bonna interrupted him, with Lola close on her heels.
"What the hells happened?" Bonna got up close and personal, examining his face for wounds. "We were upstairs and just heard that Pratt tried to throw you off the bridge and you hit him with a chair."
Lean laughed, long and hard, the stress of the event finally draining away. "Hardly. He was ūzed-up and charged at me. I dodged him just in time and when he caught my ankle he tripped and took Vant through the conference room wall."
"I guess they fired his ass on the spot."
"Not quite. Awl suspended him. I guess he doesn't want to risk being responsible for wrongful dismissal action. The Review Board will probably chalk it up to 'boys being boys' and let him come back."
"Bastards."
"I'm not going to argue with you on that point."
"Good. Senior Ecochitect Weaver, you're taking us to an early lunch to make up for you getting to go to Fyr Valley while we get to mourn Mason in public."
"Um..." He had hoped to spend his lunch break staying off his ankle and reviewing his own notes for the Permit Appeal Committee.
"Don't sit there and wonder what your decision is. It's already been made. Now grab your wallet and let's go. We have a reservation at a nice, dark little place on the other side of Tower Three."
"I'm taking you to Checkers?"
"You know it?" Lola peeked over Bonna's shoulder and smiled.
"I took Mom there for her birthday. I needed two part-time jobs to pay for it."
"This is just lunch, so you'll only need one part-time job, and we promise not to go too heavy on the vat meat."
Bonna growled. "We do not. I'm having a Tellet grill. They arrested that media grub and I'm celebrating."
Lean tossed his pen on the desk, relieved the reporter was no longer stirring things up. As much as he had work to do, he needed to get out of the office and it would be a nice break from their usual mid-week shady corner in the Fruits & Nuts bar just off the lobby. "Fine, but no intoxicants. We have to come back to the office and I have to go to two meetings and can't stink like stank. Same for you, Lola. The Arborists are partiers, but not until business is done. It's tough enough going in without an ūzer, but we can't give the impression we're not taking them seriously."
Lola shrugged. "Deal. I have a bottle in my desk for the end of the day. Give me ten minutes and I'll meet you by the elevator." She scooted off.
Bonna sat.
Lean reclined in his own chair. "A bottle in her desk? Do you think she's already been into it?"
"No, but she wants to. Her uncle just died horribly. I'd be halfway through a bottle if it was my uncle, but I'd be celebrating that asshole's death, not mourning him."
"Which uncle? The coach or the pilot?"
"The Shepherd of The True Way. For all his love and peace and beads speeches, he's a creepy hugger who thinks a woman's place is in the dark, not in an office 'with men who are the backbone of every good society'."
"Oh shit. I don't know much about Wayists. Is that a common belief with them?"
"Only with The Elevated Brotherhood. Most Wayists are a bit more flexible. Not much, but a bit. You're what? A Pather?"
"Lapsed. I'm not a fan of organizations pushing rules onto faith. I kinda like science as my approach to the gods."
"I'm with you on that. I'd rather keep my buildings up with physics than prayer, though I've been known to toss out a Please, Trapp, make this work! when testing a design."
"Haven't we all?" He stood up, the pain in his ankle already subsiding. "Let's eat before I change my mind and take you to some rando food cart on the plaza."
"Don't you dare!" She stood and Lean followed her out of the office, after opening the blinds to give sunshine to his greenery and charge his office's batteries.
Lola was waiting for them at the elevator. "I just talked to Kara in the Girl's and she says to finish lunch with the tart bloodberry smoothie. It's the choice palate cleanser for vat meat."
Lean groaned. Bloodberries were out of season, and the market price for imports was worse than for vat meat steaks. Bonna elbowed him lightly as the elevator door opened. "What else have you got to spend your money on besides us?"
He thought about his lab and its serious need of funding. "Oh, nothing important."
They arrived at Checkers five minutes early and the hostess asked them to wait. The restaurant was dark inside, but there wasn't much shade in this part of Tower Three's atrium. The women all around them wore shades, but Lean was the only shaded man they saw in the streaming humanity going about their day. He did see a familiar face, though, walking toward them, in conversation with two other men. It was the Arborist Union Local President.
"Bihz Fuller. Hi."
The three men stopped and Fuller stared at Lean, at first trying to identify him outside of the context of a meeting, and then because Lean was wearing shades and standing out like a freak on the street. "Weaver?"
"Yes, sir."
"What's with the shades? Eye surgery?"
Lean frantically tried to remember if he'd ever worn his shades to a previous Arborist meeting before. "No, sir. It's a bright day."
"No brighter than usual." Without another word he led the other two men away, but Lean caught a hint of disgust on his face before he was gone.
"OK, folks. Your table is ready."
Bonna and Lola crossed the threshold and entered the restaurant. 
"Hey Shades Boy! Why hide your pretty eyes?"
Lean flinched. He didn't recognize the voice and could see Fuller still walking away, so he ignored the call and turned to join Bonna and Lola. He heard the scuff of a boot on the sidewalk a fraction of a second before he saw the fist.
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The blow knocked Lean's shades off but he kept his feet, barely. By squinting, he was able to see enough of his tall, reed-thin attacker and block the next awkward swing with his forearm. The asshole was no fighter or Lean would already be down on the cobblestones with his shades. 
He may not have been a fighter, but Tall Hater was seriously angry. He took another swing and caught Lean's shoulder. "Eh, Shades Boy? Vision Freak! How you like the sunshine now?"
Lean stumbled, blind as the sun hit a reflector and bounced down to where he stood, and felt his shades shatter under his shoe. He dropped to his knees to dodge whatever was coming next, then rolled toward the building, vowing to look into suggesting an adjustment to the level of brightness on this level, after he got out of the hospital.
Braced for a boot in his ribs, Lean instead heard the sound of big, clumsy boots running away. A moment later a hand gripped his arm firmly but kindly, and helped him to his feet.
The restaurant's hostess put a pair of shades in Lean's hand and he gratefully put them on. "I'll call enforcement as soon as you're safe inside. We're so sorry that happened. He was just some rando. I'm usually pretty good at spotting them before they get here. Please come in and join your friends. Lunch for all three of you today will be on Checkers, with our apologies." She took
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