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Author’s note: Morel does not identify as male or female and prefers to be addressed as “zie” and “hir” with no address such as Miss or Ms.  Call hir Morel

Morel loved the late night, before dawn, when the night was its darkest – not even spoiled by nearby pole-mounted lights illuminating the fields zie tended.  Diffusers on the lamps kept the light focused on the ground, leaving nothing to interfere with seeing the stars sweeping above like a web of beautiful jewels.

Despite the twinkle of stars, it was still dark enough Morel could see hir imagination without closing hir eyes – a time zie remembered hir childhood, listening to hir grandmother’s stories while Morel’s mother was at work.

Sitting in hir grandmother’s lap in their tiny apartment, Morel would hear stories of life on the farm hir grandmother and grandfather once owned, of the cattle they raised and the crops they grew.  Zie would hear stories of grandmother’s wandering over the hilly, wooded land searching for morel mushrooms each spring.

“I would find so many, Morel!” she would say excitedly, the sparkle bright in green eyes that were windows to a past.  “I’d find them in the soil near majestic trees rising high above me, their little caps peeking from the old leaves of the previous autumn – perhaps wishing they could grow as high as the tree, someday.  I would always take some of them, leaving the rest to grow for more mushrooms next year!”

She would tell Morel of the brush that grew below the canopy of the trees and the birds that fluttered from brush to trees and back.  She would talk of streams meandering downhill toward the valley, singing sweet songs as sunlight sparkling on its shoulders.

“Many mornings, there would be a gentle mist roaming in the brush – golden-colored by the early sun.  In it, I’d search for nymphs and fairies dancing in the curtain of dawn.  Once I heard a tune I was certain a gnome played on a flute, but he would not let me find him, so I just sat and enjoyed his music.”

She spoke of sitting on the front veranda in the evenings with grandfather, holding hands.  “We would watch the stars, Morel, and watch for the planets sneaking about them – Venus, Saturn, Jupiter or Mars.  We didn’t need a computer screen – they were there to see with our own eyes!  And the moon, too – beautiful and bright!  Some nights your grandfather and I would cuddle in a blanket, lying in the yard looking up at them!”

A smile appeared on Morel’s face as zie remembered hir grandmother leaning close, giggling, as she whispered, “How do you think your mother came to be?”

But, soon, she would become sad as she continued, “Then the world began to change.  Rain fell less often and the ground parched.  The trees began to die from heat and thirst.  The mist stopped appearing and I could not find any mushrooms.  I knew – like the trees and the mist and the streams – they were gone, too.

“Finally, the sunlight became so fierce it burned our skin in minutes, and the air became so hot people had trouble breathing.  The government built Huntsman and we had to move underground.”

Hir grandmother’s voice would fail to sniffles and sobs, and Morel would hug her tight, feeling tears fall on hir shoulder.

In the late two-thousands, contractors for the government had renovated an old coal mine lying beneath a town near her grandparent’s farm.  The mine had been elongated, widened and reinforced with concrete and steel to create a refuge for the people to move to as the land above parched due to climate change.

Over the decades since, what remained of the old town burned or was blown away in savage hurricanes – called summer blows, some with winds more than two-hundred miles-per-hour.

Morel’s grandmother died when zie was seven, joining hir grandfather who died before Morel was born, and hir father, killed in war when zie was an infant.  Morel’s mother had died when Morel was twenty.  All Morel had left were  wonderful memories the darkness allowed hir to revisit.

Peering into the darkness, Morel often tried to imagine the land covered with trees and brush.  But hir only knowledge of trees were pictures on the Internet and lifeless, naked trunks that still stood.

The cool early-morning wind played with hir black hair, and the stars above were bold and sparkling – as beautiful as hir grandmother had claimed.  Looking toward them, zie easily found the constellations Ursa Major and Leo.

At five, Morel began attending school, taught on shaft eight.  The children, a population of one-hundred fifty-five, were split by ages among four rooms in the shaft.  Morel began in room one, learning the basic essentials of reading, writing and arithmetic.

Graduating from fourth grade, zie moved to room two to begin fifth grade.  There, zie began learning Science, English and History, also.  Although zie didn’t care for history, Morel fell in love with Science.  Space fascinated hir and zie spent hours learning about stars and planets, or reading fiction about spaceflight and other worlds.

Looking at the star, Arcturus, zie chuckled.  What time of day were it for the beings orbiting that star – if others did exist there?

The sky was beginning to lighten as dawn approached and the stars began to fade as the hills about the fields of Huntsman became visible.

The sunrises Morel saw were bright and wonderful, but had no mist in the dry, parched air.  No magic was heard – the only sounds came from blackbirds, crows and ravens warning each other the day was coming and they needed to find shelter from the heat.

Sighing, zie turned to the fields as automatic sensors detected the dawn and extinguished the lights over them.

Thirty-seven acres of fields covered the hillside.  One-third lay fallow, but the remaining fields planted with potatoes, tomatoes, several varieties of peppers, broccoli, cabbages and other vegetables.  All had been bred from heat-tolerant parents or plants genetically engineered to withstand the heat.

Most the crops self-pollinated – few pollinating insects remained in the parched regions, mostly flies, wasps, and beetles seeking nectar, and birds seeking water from irrigated fields.  None were efficient.

Fortunately, Huntsman had plenty of water to irrigate the crops.  Digging a deeper shaft in the early nineteen hundreds, the coal company discovered groundwater filling the new shaft.  Pumps were installed to control the water, but as the miners tried to dig deeper it became too expensive.  As a result, water flooded the bottom shafts of the mine, a vast reservoir the town called The Sump, providing water for the town and crops.  Despite the lack of rain, the sump never seemed to diminish. 

A massive sea of low-growing green bush called bufly bush surrounded the fields.  Heat tolerant, the bush had been planted by government employees to control wind erosion as native trees and shrubs withered and died in the parch.  The government hoped the bush would last until grasses, dandelions and other weeds took control of erosion, and it had – taking over the hills for many acres.

Bufly bush produced an arrow-shaped panicle in the summer.  It boasted pretty purple blossoms that smelled wonderful and Morel would often cut some to bring to hir apartment, where the scent would quickly fill the small efficiency.

Above the bufly bush stood leafless trunks of trees, the remainder of the forests that had once covered the hillsides.  Mere skeletons, around twenty feet high, thousands stood over the landscape for as far as Morel could see.

Morel was one of seven toppers working for Huntsman’s Cooperative – which oversaw the farm and was responsible for the fields.  Toppers were trained to work aboveground in the heat and bright sun – taught about heat-related illnesses such as sunstroke, heat exhaustion and dehydration, and how to avoid or treat them.

To fight the heat, Morel wore a “topper suit” which consisted of pants and jacket made of two layers of leather with tubes laced between the layers.  A small heat pump attached to the back of the suit circulated a liquid through the tubes that kept hir cool when the daytime temperatures climbed into the one hundreds.

An attached hood lay behind hir head, ready to be pulled up when the sun rose. It would protect hir head, and shadow hir face to prevent severe sunburns.  In a summer-blow the thick leather of the suit would provide protection from windblown debris until zie could get inside the barn.

Morel worked a twenty-four hour shift up top, then was off-duty for forty-eight hours.  Zie had started at four that morning and be relieved at four the next.  Zie had started the shift by opening valves to flood the fields.  Now, Morel began the journey to turn them off.

When Morel had begun as a topper, eight years prior, the farm had consisted of sixteen acres of fields.  Twenty-one more acres had been added since.  The land determined how the fields were created, but five rows of fields stretched south to north, away from an access road leading from the farm to a road several miles southwest.

Each field had a secondary valve to control irrigation water to it, but fields one, nine, seventeen, twenty-two and thirty, all at the southern end of the five rows, had a main valve that controlled water to the fields in the row.

Except the fields left fallow, all secondary valves were left open, and irrigation was controlled using the main valve.

Fields left fallow were planted with tepary bean – a legume native to Mexico and Southwestern North America that tolerated heat and drought.  The secondary valves to those fields were occasionally turned on for irrigation but left off other times.

The walk was about one-third mile long and meandered east, but Morel didn’t mind.  The rich smell rising from the irrigated soil was a smell Morel loved.

As the sun peeked over the eastern hills, zie pulled the hood over hir head and turned on the pump that moved the coolant through hir suit.

Morel’s grandmother had encouraged hir to become a topper – to be a farmer.  Morel had agreed with the idea – eager to see stars above and know a world not confined in space as zie did underground.  Morel felt close to hir grandmother when up top, and the job was more rewarding than one Morel would normally have been expected to take – a job zie had no desire for.

The sound of a door closing caught hir attention and zie looked toward a vehicle parked in the access road near the barn and the main elevator.  Zie had seen it when starting hir shift that morning.

Painted light green and white, it was similar to a bus but shorter with fewer windows.  Morel believed it belonged to someone coming to trade with the town although it had no business name on it as vehicles of other traders often did.

The windows had been dark earlier and zie guessed the occupant was asleep.  But, now, a tall man dressed in a topper suit stood by the vehicle’s door.  As he pulled his hood up, zie saw medium-long sandy hair and a handsome face that seemed to have been carved.

Curious, Morel began walking to him.

“Good morning,” he said with a smile as zie neared.  “You must be a topper.”

“I am,” Morel replied.  “Are you a trader?”

He nodded.  “What time does the town’s trade council open?”

“Eight,” Morel replied, drawn to his sparkling blue eyes.

“Then I guess I’m early.”  He shrugged, still smiling.  “That’s time for a walk to stretch my legs.  But, first, I’ll have coffee.”

He tilted his head and smiled.  “Would you like a cup?”

“What is coffee?” Morel asked.

The man smiled again, a handsome smile, Morel thought.  His twinkling eyes seemed to make hir feel . . . happy.

“Coffee is made from ground coffee beans,” he said.  “Would you like to come in?  I’ll show you.”  He motioned to the door of his vehicle.

Morel shook hir head, hir dark eyes expressing distrust.  “I am curious, but no, thank you.”

The man cocked his head for a moment then nodded, his smile softer.  “I understand.  I’ll return in a few minutes.”  And with that, he entered the vehicle.

The main valve at field one was the last Morel had to turn off and zie went to do so.  When zie returned, the man had returned from the vehicle carrying two mugs in his hand.  He offered one to hir.

“This is black,” he said, “but many people like it with sugar and a creamer.”

“Creamer?” Morel asked.

“A dairy product, like canned milk.”

“Oh,” Morel said.

Zie took the offered mug and studied the black liquid for a moment, enjoying the aroma before sipping carefully.  The bitter taste made hir grimace.

“Try it this way,” he said, and he sprinkled sugar into it, then added a splash of the creamer.  He stirred it with a spoon and Morel tried again.

The bitterness was gone, and a warm, flavorful liquid remained.

“I like it this way,” zie said.  “But I’ll guess coffee is expensive – and that’s why I’ve never seen it for sale in the grocery.”

He nodded, “It is expensive.  The beans come from far away and have to be roasted.  I grow coffee plants – but not enough to market.  I grow them so I can have coffee.”

“How hard is it to grow this plant?” zie asked, sipping at hir mug.

“It will not grow here,” he said, motioning with a nod to the fields.  “It requires better soil and milder temperatures.”

“If you should ever have coffee beans to sell – and if they’re not too expensive – I’d like to try,” Morel said.

“I have none with me now,” he said, “but if I return, I’ll bring some for you.”  He smiled, “Free.”

Morel set hir lips sternly.  “No.  I will pay.  I don’t care for favors.”

He chewed on his lip for a moment.  “If you think I am offering a deal, hoping for something in return, I am not.”

He sipped at his mug, his eyes looking into it for a moment before turning back to hir.

“My name is Dr’sey,” he said – pronouncing it as ‘druh-SAY’.  “What is your name?”

“I am Morel.”

“Morel?  An interesting name.”

Morel smiled.  “I was named for a mushroom my grandmother loved.  She would tell me stories about how she searched for them every spring.  She was so sad when they disappeared.”

“Yes,” Dr’sey said with a somber nod, “Sadly, so much disappeared.”

He studied hir for a moment, noting shoulders broader than a typical female.

“You are fem’an.”  It was not a question.

“Yes,” Morel replied, studying him for a reaction.

Dr’sey only nodded again.  “You are pretty, Morel.  I am surprised you are a topper and not in the skin trades.”

Morel bristled at the comment, a fierce look filling hir eyes.  “The sex trades destroy fem’an lives!  I have friends who went there – one is dead and the other is nothing more than a toy for lusting cisgender perverts!”

“I understand, Morel,” Dr’sey said, surprised at hir anger. “The skin trades aren’t the best for work but, still, they are attractive to marginalized and poor people such as fem’ans.  Although you may see her a toy, your friend who still lives probably receives better credits than a topper.”

He touched hir hand with a finger, looking into hir eyes as he shook his head.  “I am not saying you are wrong avoiding pornography and prostitution.  I am surprised to find a fem’an who does, and admire your strength to avoid it.”

He smiled again, the skin of his eyes crinkling while his eyes twinkled again.  “Not only are you pretty, but intelligent.”

Morel sipped hir coffee, shrugging – wanting to avoid his eyes.

“My friend who died, Nicole, prostituted herself.  She made many credits from it and had a fine apartment, good drink and food.  But she was abused often.”

Morel grew sad with the memories, looking away to the fields.  “Despite her claims, I saw the pain she went through.  I held her hand while she laid in the clinic after being brutally beaten by two men – all for a hundred credits.”

Morel was close to tears and fought it off – the fierceness still in hir eyes.  Zie swept back a lock of hair the wind had blown in hir face.  “One night, eighteen months ago, she met her last customer.  He raped her, cut her, beat her and killed her, then continued to rape her after she died.  He made a video of it that is still available for twenty credits.  I lost her for someone’s lust and greed!”

Dr’sey said nothing, sensing there had been more than friendship with Nicole.  He admired hir strength.

Morel finished hir coffee and set the mug on the steps of the camper.

“Thank you,” zie said.

“I’m going to have another cup,” Dr’sey said.  “Would you like another?  And before you say no – please reconsider.  You are a pleasure to talk with, Morel.”

Morel smiled and Dr’sey felt drawn to hir dark eyes.

“I would,” zie said.  “But I need to walk the fields and check the crops.  I find it easier to spot any crop problems during daylight.”

“Crop problems?”

“Poor leaf color that might mean nutrient deficiencies such as low nitrogen, phosphorous or potassium.  We use human waste for fertilizer and it doesn’t offer guaranteed levels of the three.”

“Ah!  Let me get more coffee and I’ll walk with you, then,” he said.  He grabbed hir mug, saying, “I’ll be right back.”

When he returned, he accompanied Morel as zie walked about the fields.

“So, if you find deficiencies with the plants, what do you use to amend the fertilizer?” he asked.

“We raise animals on shaft eight,” Morel replied.  “The livestock handlers save the animal urine for use in the fields.  We use that for additional nitrogen.  Not the best, but it works.”

She took a sip of coffee.  “Animal bones are turned into bone meal for phosphorous, and we burn wood for potash.  If they don’t help, we do store commercial fertilizers, but we don’t like to use them unless we have to.”

Dr’sey nodded.  All the crops he viewed looked healthy.  They passed a field mixed with broccoli and cabbage.  The broccoli had deep green heads while the cabbage was a wonderful pale lime.  Both were large and looked near harvest.

“We’ll be harvesting those in the next few days,” Morel said.  “Broccoli, cabbage, beets and carrots can usually be done by the topper on shift.  We’ll push a cart through the field and either cut the head from the stalk or pull the root, and dump them in the cart.  Crops like tomatoes, pepper and tomatoes require several of us together to harvest.”

“So there is only you up top now?”

Morel nodded with a smirk.  “When we are preparing the fields, planting or doing a large harvest, there will be more up top, but the Huntsman Cooperative doesn’t like to pay the extra money.”

“Do you get to sleep during your shift?” 

“I sleep from ten till six in the evening.  At six, they send a tray of food up for me as a wake-up call.”

Dr’sey nodded, eyeing the field of tomatoes they passed next.  The growth was young – having just been planted in the past month.  All crops, he noticed, were mulched in with thick antierosion blankets, designed to retain moisture and keep the soil from blowing off.  The blankets were staked down with three-foot-long iron stakes to prevent them from blowing off as well. 

Morel reached down and yanked out several growths of bufly bush that zie tossed to the side.

“Bufly bush was once known as ‘Butterfly Bush’,” Dr’sey said.  “Its scientific name is Buddleia.”  He reached down to pluck another young plant.  “In the early twenty-first century, many US states banned its sale because it was invasive.”

“Invasive?”

“Yes – it spread wildly and interfered with the growth of native plants.  But it was a popular plant for butterfly enthusiasts.  Many ignored the bans and planted it anyway.”

He motioned to the stands of dead trunks rising from the bufly bush.  “When the forests began to die the government experimented with heat-tolerant plants they could use to prevent soil erosion.  Buddleia was one of the few they were successful with.”

He pursed his lips into a grimace, shaking his head.

“You disapprove?” Morel asked.

“I understand they needed to prevent soil erosion quickly.  But I fear it is another mistake to our undoing.  It would have been so much better to have prevented climate change than . . . ”

He stopped when he saw discomfort on Morel’s face.

“Morel, I hope you are not one who believes climate change is a natural occurring phenomenon?”

Morel looked about.  Zie didn’t think anyone was up top, but zie wasn’t going to take chances.

“I am not a fool,” zie said.  “I read reports about climate change on the Internet!  But we are taught it is naturally occurring, and anyone who refuses to agree will find themselves banned from Huntsman!  If you claim otherwise in front of the trade council, they will turn you away for it.  You will not be welcomed back.”

“Thank you for telling me,” he said.

Reaching into his suit, he pulled out a small, rectangular device Morel recognized as a data cube.  Similar to tablets of the two-thousands, data cubes had more power and connectivity.  But they were also expensive.  Few in Huntsman could afford them, and those who could were the doctor at the clinic, politicians and cooperative board members.

“What do you sell?” Morel asked, eyeing the cube with envy.

Looking up, Dr’sey saw the look in hir face and smiled.  “I am selling seed corn.  Have you ever had corn?”

Zie shook hir head.  “No.  Corn is difficult to grow and too expensive.”

“Yes,” he agreed.  “And little gets outside the biofuel industry.  Corn was once a common food grown everywhere, but now many have difficulty growing it because the heat requires a lot of water, but heavy winds such as from hurricanes, easily destroy it.”

Morel nodded.  “Too much is destroyed to make what remains worthwhile for trade.”  Zie looked at him, head tilted.  “So why are you trying to sell it?”

Dr’sey chuckled.  “I am selling seed for a type of corn that grows lower – no taller than tomato plants.  It bears four to five stems with ears produced on each stem.  One plant typically yields twelve to twenty ears of corn.  Because it’s stunted, you can protect it from the hurricanes with mesh and cable like the tomatoes and peppers are.”

He smiled.  “We’re working on a popcorn version.”

“Popcorn?”

He sighed.  “Yes – another food that corn produces.”

Normally it took Morel about an hour to do hir walk, but as they talked they walked slowly, so it took an extra thirty minutes longer.  Returning to the camper Dr’sey took the mug from hir.

“I must get ready to meet the council,” he said.

Morel smiled and pointed to a cement structure fifteen feet square with a door.  An HVAC unit was mounted to the roof.

“The main elevator is inside that building,” zie said.  “It will bring you to the sheriff’s office on shaft one.  Outside the sheriff’s office is another elevator that will take you to the council offices on shaft eight.  The deputies will show you the way.”

“Thank you,” he said.  He set the mugs down on the steps to the camper and took hir hands.

“You were wonderful to talk with, Morel.”

Morel smiled, “It was good to talk.  Good luck with the council.”

“I think I will do well,” Dr’sey said, letting go of hir hands.  “I am certain my product will sell itself.”

“Then maybe I’ll see you again?”

“I will not be leaving here till tomorrow morning,” he said.  “Perhaps I will see you again today.”

“Maybe,” zie said.

Morel watched as he turned to the camper and disappeared inside, then zie turned also and headed for a large concrete building twenty feet wide by forty feet long – their barn.

The barn had two doors: a regular door zie unlocked to enter, and a garage door next to it.  Both opened into a garage containing a backhoe, several tractors, smaller power equipment, and other tools needed for the farm.

Zie walked through the garage then entered another door leading to a combination kitchen and dining room.  Through another door were the bunks where the toppers slept, each having a designated bunk.

At the kitchen sink zie filled a bottle with water then set it on the counter by the sink, wondering why zie suddenly had to pee.  Was it the coffee?  Zie shrugged, regardless, zie had enjoyed it.
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Huntsman’s trade council consisted of seven people – all five members of the Huntsman Cooperative and two members of the Huntsman Town Council.  They were already seated in the council meeting room when Dr’sey was shown in by a deputy.

As he entered, Dr’sey looked about the room.  No pictures of the town or its people, even councilors – current or past – hung on the walls, nor were there displays of awards, commendations or anything else a town would normally show proudly.  The room was dull and uninspiring as were the faces peering at him from the table.

“Good morning,” Dr’sey started, approaching the table.  He set a bag on the table before him and dumped the contents onto it, cupping his hand to contain the yellow kernels that slipped from the bag.

“I am selling seed corn,” he said.

“Not interested,” said a cooperative member named Yanse.  “We can’t grow corn here.”​

As most the men sitting there, he was bald and, although looking older, was in his late forties.  Years up top in the cruel sun had aged him, deepening the wrinkles across his brow.  Furrows of wrinkles flowed along the creases of his eyebrows, joining more wrinkles flowing from the outside corners of his eyes, curving around a thin, angular nose.

Dr’sey eyed the man for several seconds then nodded.  “Let me begin again.”  He motioned to the bag.  “This seed corn has been modified.  You can grow it in your fields.”

He lifted his data cube and presented a picture of a plant that looked similar to crabgrass.  The plant was roughly four feet tall and had several ears of corn growing on each stem.  A cut stalk of sweet corn had been placed next to the corn plant to represent the difference in height.

“This plant is at its mature height of four feet,” he said as he showed it around the table.  “It grows four stems, and averages three to five ears per stem.  The ears are approximately one-half to two-thirds the size of sweet corn ears.  As you can see our corn is shorter than regular corn – about the height of a tomato plant, making it easier to protect from a hurricane.

“I belong to the Blue Ridge Cooperative, located in the Carolinas Region.  We developed this corn two years ago and it has tested successfully in the Southern Carolinas Region.  But don’t let me just make that claim.” 

He motioned to the pile of seed, about two-cups worth lay there.

“That pile is yours to test our claim.  If you plant now, it will reach maturity by the middle of June and your harvest should begin.  By then, I think you will be interested in buying more seed from me, and if you plant it before July, you will see another harvest in September.”

Yanse eyed the pile then looked at the others before returning to Dr’sey.

“What’s the catch?” he asked suspiciously.

“There is no catch,” Dr’sey said.  “I will return every two weeks while you grow the corn to monitor how it is performing and answer questions or concerns you might have.”

“How flavorful is the crop?” asked town councilor Saucerlin – the only woman in the trade council.  ​She was short and shapeless, with brunette hair cut evenly around her head just below her ears.  Her skin was smooth and pale, the skin of someone who rarely saw the sun.  It enhanced the hazel eyes watching him curiously and made Dr’sey think emotion would show quickly on her face.

Dr’sey pulled a pouch from the briefcase he carried.  He opened it and presented a half-ear of pre-cooked corn to each councilor.

“Try it,” he said.

Saucerlin sniffed suspiciously at the corn, then took a small bite.  A surprised and pleased look appeared on her face.

“It is tasty,” she said.

Trying it also, the rest of the council agreed.

“All right,” said cooperative member Traxx.  “If we were to like this seed and wanted more, what would we be paying per pound?”

The only man not bald, with dark-brown hair matching a short mustache, Traxx also looked older than his late forties for the same reason as Yanse: he had also spent decades in the sun as a topper.  His wrinkles were not as pronounced as Yanse’s but the crows feet for his eyes hinted he was quick to laugh and smile.

“Three-hundred credits per pound,” Dr’sey replied.

The price caused looks of surprise from the council.

“That’s very low, Mr. Dr’sey,” said town councilor Crulellyn.  “Does this corn have an addictive substance that will make us need it, regardless how much you raise the cost?”​

Crulellyn had an angular face with a pasty-white complexion and dark, piercing, rodent-like eyes.  Looking at him left Dr’sey to think the “E” and “L” in his name were misplaced.

Crulellyn’s comment caused several councilors to look with concern at the remnants of the ear they eaten.

Dr’sey took out three more pieces and handed them to the councilor.  “Ask the regional troopers to analyze these.  They will find nothing harmful.”

He looked at all of them.  “We offer a low price because we believe the corn will be successful and many communities will buy it.  We believe we will put fields of corn back into farms that cannot grow it now and will profit well from it’s popularity.”

Another member of the cooperative, Prixman, sat forward.  

“Sixty days seems very quick for a plant to grow in harsh conditions,” he said with a growl.

“Our version was designed for harsh conditions,” Dr’sey replied.  “The stalks are shorter so they reach maturity sooner.” 

Sitting back, Prixman looked to all seated at the table with a slight nod.  “I’m agreeable to trying this.”

The oldest there, in his fifties, he had also been a topper all his life and it showed by the depth of his wrinkles and their flowing curves across and down his face.  Two large parenthesis of wrinkles held cheeks aside to make room for a broad, flat nose over a mouth bearing smaller furrows.

“Mr. Dr’sey,” he said, turning eyes covered by thick lids toward the salesman, “we have a small plot for testing crops.  What sort of preparation does it need?  What water requirements and fertilizer does it need?”

“If your soil can grow the crops you grow now, it will grow the corn,” Dr’sey replied.  “It does require daily irrigation.  If less water is used, then you will have fewer ears of corn.  Speaking with your topper, earlier, I learned you use human waste for fertilizer?”

“Yes,” Traxx said.  “We siphon from the sewer system, pasteurize it then spread it once a month.”

“We used the same to grow our test plants,” Dr’sey said.  “You should do well.”

Saucerlin looked from Crulellyn to the cooperative members.  “You are the experts.  The price is acceptable to us if this does well.”

“I’m willing to try it,” said cooperative member Kaislin.

“Agreed,” Yanse nodded.

Traxx and cooperative member Bellersel also nodded.

“Wonderful!” Dr’sey said, scooping the seed from the table and returning it to the bag.  “Would you mind showing me your test field?”

“Certainly,” Prixman said, standing.

He looked at Saucerlin and Crulellyn.  “Which of you will join us?”

Crulellyn smirked.  He hated being up top during the day, but he or Saucerlin were obligated to join them for the tour.  He knew Morel was on duty.

“I’ll go,” he said, ignoring the smiles from the rest.  His desire to bed Morel was known throughout the town.

******
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MOREL HAD JUST RETURNED from a walk about the fields when Dr’sey, Prixman and Crulellyn came from the elevator room.  Zie watched as they headed for a small field near the barn they used for testing new crops.

Zie would have joined them if not for Crulellyn’s presence.  Morel feared and hated the man.  His constant attempts to bed hir had become frightening.  Recently, he had begun inventing unfounded accusations of petty crimes and unsatisfactory work performance he used as reasons to banish hir.

Banished meant removal from the town and forced to remain up top.  Zie could not use hir topper suit or tools belonging to Huntsman, and had to provide hir own food and find shelter off the town’s property.  Morel knew the councilor hoped to frighten hir enough zie would have sex with him to avoid the punishments.

Zie preferred being up top.

Morel resumed hir walk only to hear Prixman call hir.  Zie stopped and looked, seeing him waving hir to join them.  Despite what zie felt about Crulellyn, zie respected Prixman.  Although he sometimes overmanaged hir, he respected hir ability to do hir job.

“This is Morel,” Prixman said to Dr’sey as Morel joined them, “Zie is my best topper.”

Dr’sey tilted his head.  “Zie?”

“Being fem’an,” Morel explained, “I don’t see myself as either gender and prefer to be addressed with ‘zie’ and ‘hir’ – the hir being with an ‘I’ and not an ‘E’.  I also do not like to be called, Mister, Missus or Miss.  Call me Morel.”

“Ah,” Dr’sey said.  “Morel and I met earlier.  She . . .” he stopped and smiled apologetically.  “Zie and I had a pleasant chat while I had my morning walk.”

Crulellyn took the moment to put his hand on Morel’s shoulder, smiling.  “Morel can be a pain, but is a good worker.”

Dr’sey could not miss the look of discomfort that appeared on Morel’s face – a mix of anger and fear and obvious dislike of the man.

“I see,” he said.

“Mr. Dr’sey is going to let us try growing corn he’s selling,” Prixman told Morel.

Morel nodded, looking interested.  Zie didn’t want to mention the conversation they had earlier.  “I have never eaten corn, but have read stories of picnics and corn-on-the cob.”

“If Mr. Dr’sey’s product is as good as he claims then you may experience tasting it,” Prixman said.

Dr’sey folded his arms against his chest.  “Trust me, you will, Morel.”

Carefully, Morel stepped away from Crulellyn – as if stepping away from a deadly snake.

“What do we need to do to plant this corn?” zie asked.

Dr’sey stooped.  After plowing the field in early spring, the antierosion blankets had been put in place.  Tapping it he said, “Poke a hole a half-inch deep into the soil, then cover.  Water it well, and the seed will germinate in ten to fourteen days.  You want to plant the seed thirty inches apart.”

Prixman produced the bag of seed and handed it to Morel.

“I know it’s late, Morel, and you’ll be going to bunk soon, but can I trust you to get this started today?”

Morel nodded, smiling at the farmer.  “If I have to, I’ll hit bunk later and rise later.  Is that all right with you?”

“Yes,” Prixman said.  “I am anxious to learn how the corn performs.  If you do hit bunk late, let me know and I’ll have your meal sent up later.”

“I will, Sir,” zie said.

Prixman looked at Dr’sey.  “Very well, Mr. Dr’sey.  We will try your corn and see how it works.”

“You will be pleased,” Dr’sey said.

Prixman turned.  “Forgive me.  As much as I love the soil and sun, I’m too old for this heat and am going to return below.”

“I’ll join you,” Crulellyn said.  “I don’t know how anyone can enjoy being out in this wretched heat.”

Morel knew the comment was intended for hir but said nothing.

“Thank you,” Dr’sey said.

He watched as Prixman and Crulellyn returned to the elevators then turned to Morel.

“You do not like Mr. Crulellyn?”

“No,” Morel replied.

“And why?”

“Many reasons,” zie said.  “But I’ll leave it at that.”

Dr’sey nodded.  “Would you like help planting the seed?”

“I enjoy planting seed,” zie said.  “Get out of the heat.  I’ll be fine.”

“I can tolerate the heat,” he said.

Morel adjusted the knob that controlled the coolness of hir suit then knelt.

The antierosion blanket was made from old tires that had been shredded and woven into a mat then bleached until light gray.  Bleaching kept the blanket from absorbing sunlight and growing hot enough to bake seed and roots.

Using a long knife zie pulled from a sheath at hir waist, zie cut a slit in the blanket and dropped a seed into the slit.

The mat was soft to kneel on, and Morel moved easily along on knees as zie planted the seed, following a grid of blue lines, printed on the mat at twelve-inch intervals, to guide where the seeds were placed.

Dr’sey watched hir skillfully plant the seeds, understanding why Prixman had spoken well of hir.  Hir knife had notches carved into the spine, small notches to indicate quarters of an inch, and larger notches to indicate inches.  Using the notches, Morel plunged the knife through the inch and a half depth of the mat then another half-inch deeper into the soil below.  Zie dropped the seed in then wiggled the mat sideways to move dirt over it.

As Morel worked, Dr’sey couldn’t help admire hir shapeliness, visible even wearing the topper’s suit.  But, realizing he was leering, he tore his gaze away.

In the late twenty-first century, after greenhouse gases increased and climate change worsened, a birth defect had begun to occur many doctors believed caused by it.  In two-thousand eighty-three, a doctor named Hudson documented more than one-hundred births of children born with a penis and small testicles, and also a narrow vaginal opening at the base of the scrotum that ended with no uterus.  They had a prostate but adults had no sperm production.

At first, infants born with the condition were surgically “corrected” by removing the penis and testicles, but the new National Healthcare Service objected to the costs, and surgeries were stopped.

At puberty, despite having testosterone levels in the normal, but low range, those not having surgical intervention would begin to develop feminine features from the hips up.  Their waist was thin, their skin hairless and smooth – including the lack of facial hair.  They also grew breasts, usually the size of an average ciswoman.  Only their arms and shoulders were masculine.

The condition became known as Hudson Syndrome and classified as an intersex condition.  But colloquially, those born with it were called “fem’an” – short for “female-man.”

Unfortunately, as was typical of most minorities, fem’ans were marginalized.  In many communities, jobs were scarce and fem’ans were the least likely to gain one.

The vagina of a fem’an allowed penetration but was not as elastic as a ciswoman.  Men found intercourse with a fem’an more enjoyable and sought fem’ans for their pleasure.  Their popularity, combined with poor employment hopes, drove most fem’ans to the sex trades.

Hollywood and the entertainment industry were not as big as they had once been.  Little was left for providing entertainment and what was available was expensive.  Those who could not afford movies relied on amateur productions found either free or for a low price online.

While there were still moral objections to pornography, it was popular and available on intranets of many communities, including snuff and child pornography in poorer communities that couldn’t afford or didn’t care to install filters to block them.

Many fem’ans made amateur videos and sold them online.  Most also became prostitutes.  Fem’an porn quickly became popular and, after several decades, fem’ans were expected to graduate to the sex trades at eighteen.  Many believed it their purpose in life.

Morel was one of the rare fem’ans that went elsewhere for work.

It took Morel forty-five minutes to plant the seed.  When zie was done, zie returned to the field’s edge and stood, looking at the field.  The slits zie had cut in the antierosion blanket were noticeable and zie was pleased to see they were spaced evenly.

Smiling, zie closed hir eyes and said, “Sweet Earth, feel my touch and know my love.  Nurture well this seed I sow, bless the plant and help it grow.”

Then, zie opened hir eyes.

“Was that a prayer?” Dr’sey asked.  “It’s cute.”

Morel nodded.  “My grandmother taught me that.  She and my grandfather had a farm and Grandmother loved the earth.  She hated what was happening to it.  She hated having to come below.  She told me many stories of growing up and living on the farm.  She encouraged me to become a topper and to say that prayer when I planted.”

“And your mother?”

Morel smirked and Dr’sey tilted his head.  “Your mother wasn’t in your life?”

“She was – and I did love her, but she brought home boyfriend after boyfriend who . . . ,” zie stopped hirself and looked at him.  “Almost all thought I was their play-toy,” zie said angrily.  “Their fem’an whore-in-training.”

It took several moments before Dr’sey understood.  “They molested you?”

“Molest is too kind a word for what they did.  They believed they were getting first chance at a future porn star.”

Forcing back anger, Dr’sey looked at the fields.  “Your prayer is almost Wiccan, Morel.”

“Wiccan?”

“Yes, a belief system that worshiped a goddess and her son.  Wiccan worshipers  were great lovers of things natural.”

Morel said nothing.

“Do you believe in a god?” he asked.

Morel shrugged.  Each time zie had been attacked by hir mother’s boyfriends zie had prayed to any god that would listen to make it stop.  But no answer came and zie decided there were none to hear.  But saying so wasn’t wise in a predominately Christian community like Huntsman.

“Do you?” Zie asked.

“No,” he replied and said no more.

“Religion isn’t a good discussion,” Morel said with a smile.

“Yes.  But I asked because of your prayer.”

“Because the prayer is from my grandmother, I say it.  I know that seeds and plants have no ears, but I do believe kind words give off kind energy that plants enjoy.”

Zie looked up at the sun almost overhead, then at Dr’sey.  “Now it’s time for sleep.  This evening I’ll irrigate.  Will I see you then?”

Dr’sey nodded.  “Yes.  I am staying the night and leaving in the morning.”

Zie smiled, “It will be nice to have someone to talk with – although I’m certain you will not be up too late.”

“I will probably go to bed at ten,” he said.  “Sleep well, Morel.”

“Thank you.”
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Chapter 3
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The sound of dinner arriving awakened Morel and zie lay on hir bunk for a moment before sticking a foot from under the covers.  The ninety-degree air-conditioning in the barn felt chilly after eleven hours under the blanket.

Zie relieved hirself in the bathroom then entered the kitchen where a teenage boy was removing a tray from a heated cart.

Seeing hir enter brought a smile to his face.

“Good evening, Morel!” he greeted as he placed the tray on the table.

“Good evening, Dannay,” Morel said with a smile of hir own.

Passing Dannay zie took his hand and squeezed it.

Dannay had lost his parents two years earlier and now worked in the cooperative’s kitchen to pay for the small efficiency apartment he lived in.  Huntsman had no welfare services.  If Dannay wanted to stay, he either had to be adopted or work.  No one had wanted him so he chose to work – working in the evening so he could continue school.

At seventeen he was too young to be a topper and shouldn’t be up top.  But the rule was ignored since he traveled a short distance from the elevator to the barn in the evening and early morning – past the high heat of day and intense sunlight.

“What is the meal for today?” Morel asked as zie filled a bottle with water from the tap and set it down next to hir tray.

“Rat stew with a broccoli and tomato salad,” he replied, lifting the cover off the tray while zie sat.

While rats remained a nuisance, some poorer communities found the rodent tolerable as a meat source.  They were easy to breed and raise compared to other animals that required foods the town couldn’t provide.  They could also be used to feed dogs and cats also raised for food.

The people of Huntsman and other poor communities had long ago lost food prejudices other better-off communities kept.

Rat wasn’t Morel’s favorite meat – It was served too often, but zie was hungry and refusing the free meal had consequences.

The stew was thick with chopped jalapeño, potatoes and carrots accompanying the meat.  Zie grabbed a jar of salt, opened it, and sprinkled a pinch on the meal.

The salad was coarse-chopped broccoli with diced tomatoes, covered with a peppery vinaigrette.

“There’s a salesman outside who asked me to let you know he wishes to see you,” Dannay said.  “He said his name is Dr’sey.”

“Could you let him in?”  Morel asked.

Dannay nodded.  “He is cute.”  He eyed hir questioningly.  “He’s not an interest, is he?”

Morel smiled.  “No,” zie said.  “But I don’t think he’s gay.”

Dannay smirked as he turned for the garage.  “Probably not – all the cute ones are straight!”

He left, returning with Dr’sey – who carried two mugs and a tall, silver vessel of some kind.

“I thought you might enjoy more coffee,” he said, placing the vessel and mugs on the table.  “Coffee is a stimulant and many drink it to help awaken after their sleep.”

He pulled a pouch of sugar from one mug, and a small glass jar containing the cream from the other.

“I would,” Morel said, smiling.

Dr’sey lifted the vessel then tipped it toward one mug and coffee poured from it.

“This is called a coffee butler,” he told hir.  He looked at Dannay.  “If you have another mug, I can let you try some,” he offered.

“No – thank you,” Dannay declined.

Dr’sey poured coffee for himself and sat in a chair opposite Morel.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked.

“Yes,” Morel said.  “Hard work, bright sun and heat always make for good sleep.”

Zie finished hir meal and stood to put the empty tray on Dannay’s cart.

Dannay stood.  “I’ll see you later,” he said to Morel.

Morel smiled and squeezed his hand.  “Be good – we’ll see you tomorrow.”

“I will.”  He nodded to Dr’sey.  “It was good to meet you, Mr. Dr’sey.”

Pushing the cart, he left.

“He seems young,” Dr’sey commented.

“He has no choice,” Morel said, savoring the coffee.  “His parents died two years ago.  He’s gay and no one wants to adopt him – and he doesn’t want to be adopted.  So he had to find work to pay for his apartment.  They kicked him out of his parent’s apartment and gave him an efficiency not far from me.”

“A shame,” he said.  “The cooperative doesn’t provide apartments?”

“No,” Zie replied.  “They don’t.  I live on shaft seven – one shaft above the cooperative offices.  It’s not the greatest part of the mine, but it’s cheap and has a bar next door that serves food and has musicians sometimes.”

“You like music?” he asked.

“Yes,” zie said.  “I love listening to it.  Do you like music?”

Dr’sey nodded.  “I enjoy bluegrass music.  I play a banjo.”

Morel’s brow furrowed with that and Dr’sey pulled his data cube from his pocket and tapped at it, made a waving gesture then tapped again before presenting the device to hir.

Zie saw a picture of him sitting with others.  In the picture he held a round, stringed instrument with a metal ring and long neck.

“That’s a banjo,” he said.  “Tap the screen.”

Morel did and the picture became a video of him playing.  Zie listened for several seconds, thinking the music sounded fascinating.  Zie would have to see if any was available on the Internet.

“That’s different from music I’ve heard,” zie said, handing him back the data cube when the song was done.  “Why is it called bluegrass?”

“Bluegrass was a type of grass found in an area called Kentucky.  In the early twentieth century, a man named Bill Monroe began playing a style of music different than typical country music back then.  His band was called Bill Monroe and the Blue Grass Boys, so eventually they called his style of music Bluegrass.  What did you think of it?”

“I liked that song,” zie said.  “I think I’ll look more up when I get home.”

“How good is your Internet connection in town?” he asked.

“If I’m on early in the morning it’s all right,” zie said.  “But otherwise it’s slow.”

“Some towns don’t provide the Internet,” he said.  “If townspeople want to access it, they have to go to a library or some parlor and pay to use a computer.”

“I’m glad I don’t live there.”

“Do you know computers well?”

Morel nodded, draining hir mug.

“My mother had one boyfriend named Brendan who maintained the town’s computer system.  Brendan taught me about computers.”

“I take it that was one of your mother’s longer relationships – not that it’s any of my business.”

Dr’sey poured hir more coffee and zie added sugar and creamer to it while shaking hir head.  “Actually, he and mother were together the shortest of all – one month.”

Zie pressed hir lips into a thin line.  “He was also the only boyfriend she had that didn’t molest me.  He was kind to me – and even after he and my mother broke up, he still talked to me and taught me things and had me help on the network.  He probably still would except he left Huntsman.  He told me he found another job where he could make better credits.”

“Did you try to get the job – or did they refuse because you are fem’an?”

Zie shrugged.  “I still help maintain it, but Crulellyn oversees the intranet and Internet, so I prefer not to be under his authority.”

“He’s that mean?”

Morel looked about the room quickly, then gave a curt nod.  “Yes.”

Zie finished the coffee and stood.  “I need to get outside.”

As zie stood, zie could see Dr’sey’s eyes drop to examine hir body.  But unlike most men, he quickly looked away as he stood.  Still, he knew Morel had caught him looking.

“I am sorry for staring, Morel, but you are attractive.”

“At least you are not drooling with your tongue hanging out,” zie said.

“I was taught better,” he replied

Dr’sey gathered the mugs and rinsed them in the sink, placed the container of sugar and creamer in one and grabbed the coffee butler.

Morel put on hir topper suit, not bothering to pull the hood up.  The air was still in the hundreds but would soon drop to the upper nineties.

Leaving the barn, gunfire could be heard.  It startled Dr’sey but Morel pointed to the west, beyond the test field.  Under the lights, they could see Deputies Ben, Parch and Lewis firing pistols at targets suspended from ropes downrange from them.

“The sheriff’s gun range,” zie said.  “They come up once or twice a week to practice.”

“Surprised they do so up top,” Dr’sey said.

“There’s more room up here.”

Morel went to the test field and opened the irrigation valve.  Water began to flow from openings in a pipe stretched across the field.  Soon, the water would flood the field then zie would turn the valve off.

“It seems a waste to flood the whole field,” Dr’sey commented.

Morel nodded, agreeing.  “I suggested putting concrete barriers in the field so we only had to irrigate what was planted, but the cooperative was concerned they would make it difficult to plow.  Since we have so much water, they believed flooding the entire field wasn’t a problem.”

“You don’t agree?” Dr’sey asked, seeing hir smirk.

“We have electric rototillers,” zie said.  “They could use those, instead, even if it took longer to do the test beds.  I don’t believe in wasting something even if we do have an excess of it.”

Dr’sey nodded. “That’s a wise opinion, Morel.  Much of our troubles today are due to people wasting what they thought was abundant.”

He took hir hand and peered into hir eyes.  “In these few hours I’ve spoken with you, I’ve come to learn you are an intelligent person, Morel.  I am glad to have met you.”

Morel blushed at that, merely saying, “Thank you.”

He squeezed hir hand before letting go of it.

Morel sat on the ground as the field slowly filled and he joined hir.  Zie reached to hir waist and turned down the cooling on hir suit.

“The one thing that’s nice here is the air is dry,” Dr’sey said.  “I have customers at the shoreline in Richmond where it is humid.  The temperature isn’t as high, but sometimes the humidity makes it seem so.”

“The only humidity I’ve known occur during blows,” Morel said.

Zie turned to him.  “What is the shoreline like?  Is it as pretty as I see in books?”

“It depends where you view it,” he said.  “The seawaters reached a level of one-hundred feet in the twenty-nineties.  Although the coast has been ravished by hurricanes for more than fifty years, the ruins of old buildings jut above the waters offshore.”

A disappointed look appeared on Morel’s face.

“I’m sorry – I didn’t mean to ruin your dreams.”

Zie let out a heavy sigh and shrugged.  “I’m certain the world is much different than from what I see online, but I’m curious about it.  I wish I could see it like you have.”

He smiled.  “Richmond has a few nice sandy beaches with views of nothing but water to the horizon.  Over the past half-century, the people of Richmond tore down the outlying ruins.  Maybe someday you could accompany me.  Do you ever get vacations from your job?”

Morel laughed.  “I can request up to a week off paid – but what would I do?  How would I get there?”

Zie looked at him again, tilting hir head.  “Do not take this wrong, Dr’sey.  I have just met you.  I think you are pleasant to talk with, but I would not rush off even a mile down the road with you now.”

Dr’sey nodded understandingly.  “From what I’ve gathered of your life, Morel, I can understand that.  I’m not offended.”

“Thank you,” Morel said.

After a moment, Dr’sey said, “Many pictures of the shoreline you’ll see on the Internet were taken in Richmond.  When the sea levels rose, there were still peninsulas jutting into the Atlantic.  But many decades of storms – especially powerful hurricanes – destroyed them.  What remains are reefs and islands.”

“It sounds fascinating,” Morel said, wishing zie could see it.

As the last of the light began to fade, the water was up to the top of the blankets and Morel stood to turn off the water.

“Do you have animal pests here?” he asked.

“Rats and rabbits,” Morel replied.  “They come for the water, but they also eat the crops.”

“What do you do to stop them?  Are there any predators?”

“We use rocks,” Morel said.  “None of us are trained in firearms, and they don’t like using the pistols because ammunition is too expensive. ”

Zie leaned back.  “There are predators – coydogs.  We also install electromesh to kill the vermin.”

Morel stood.  “I must walk.”

Zie began hir walk around the fields again, walking much more slowly to watch the shadows.  The rodents came out at night when the heat was gone and zie hadn’t walked too far when zie heard a sound near the field of broccoli and cabbage.  There, zie found a rabbit trying to figure a way onto the field, but was stopped by electromesh laid in the space between crops.

Morel pulled a stone from hir suit pocket and hurled it.  The stone fell short and bounced past the animal but it frightened the animal and it scurried away.

Zie sighed.

“Rabbit meat is such a welcome change to the usual fare of rat, cat or dog,” zie said.  “I really wish I could hit one hard enough to kill it.”

“I don’t know whether the stone you threw would have done more than stung it,” Dr’sey said.

Zie nodded.  “And I’m certain the rabbit is grateful I am a terrible aim.”

The squeak of rats led hir to a field of carrots and another stone hurled by hir sent them running.

“Is this what your night consists of?” Dr’sey asked.

Zie nodded.  “When I started as a topper, people would sneak up here through the shafts of the reserve elevators undetected.”  Zie laughed.  “One night, I heard moans and found a couple having sex behind a tomato field.  They wanted to see stars and know what it was like to have sex under them.”

Dr’sey chuckled at that.  “What did you do?”

Morel tilted hir head and shrugged.  “I lent them a pillow and blanket and gave them their privacy.  Just before dawn, I found they were gone, and a note thanking me was on the pillow.  I was supposed to call the sheriff’s office and report when I found people up top, but I didn’t bother.  I saw no reason for them to be kept below.  I still don’t.”

Zie pointed to the main elevator.  “Now, all elevators are locked except the main, and an access code is needed to access it from the Sheriff’s Office.”

Zie looked to the stars, finding the constellation Boötes.

“The council says it’s dangerous to be up top,” zie said with a sigh.  “Many below have never known the sight of stars or the moon – or shooting stars.  I am glad I heeded my grandmother’s advice and became a topper.”

They had returned to the barn.  Looking at his data cube, Dr’sey noticed it getting late.  He turned to Morel and took hir hands.

“Does my taking your hands bother you, Morel?”

“No,” zie said.  “If you were to try to hug me, or embrace me, it would.”

Zie looked at his hands in hirs then to him.  “My mother began to date after my grandmother died.  I don’t doubt she hoped for love, but she mainly wanted someone to help pay the rent since the credits grandmother received for a pension were lost after she died.

“My breasts began developing when I was thirteen and one day after mother left for work, her boyfriend walked in on me while I was showering and forced himself on me.  And he did so every day after, always telling me that if I said something to anyone he’d tie me up and make me watch him kill my mother so I could witness how I would die.”

Hir eyes flashed with the fierceness Dr’sey had seen earlier.  Again, he was amazed at hir emotional strength.

“That was much the story I had with the next boyfriend, and the next, and the next.  To the point I just began to find a world I could get lost in while it happened.”

“Enough!” Dr’sey said gently although anger showed in his face.  “You needn’t torture yourself further by telling me this.”

He took hir hand and squeezed it.  “I am not like that, Morel.  I know I am a stranger saying mere words that could be empty, but in time I will prove they are true.  I will return in two weeks and I hope I’ll see you then.”

“And with the coffee?” zie asked.  “I will pay you for it.”

He shook his head.  “No you won’t, Morel.  I like you, and I hope we can become friends.”

“I must go to bed,” he said.  “And when I awaken you’ll be below again.  So I’ll say goodnight and wish you well.”

Morel didn’t know why but believed his words weren’t empty.

Zie smiled.  “Goodnight, Dr’sey.  May you have a safe journey tomorrow, and I will see you in two weeks.”

He turned to his camper and entered – and was gone.

Morel turned to go to the barn to pee – certain now it was due to the coffee.  But before entering, zie looked toward the camper and suddenly felt lonely.

No man – not even Brendan – had ever treated hir as Dr’sey had that day.  Dr’sey didn’t act as if hir words were meant to be ignored.  He listened.  His respect seemed honest, and he spoke words to hir that seemed honest.

Zie had liked his company that day.
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Chapter 4
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Byll had graduated school with Morel, but had begun working in several stores in the mall before deciding to become a topper.  While topper’s pay wasn’t better, the free meals toppers received was an attractive perk of the job and he started with the cooperative eight months after Morel.  Due to high turnover, Morel and he had become the senior toppers.

Byll was a little taller than five-eight, with sandy hair and smooth skin that barely grew a beard.  Quiet and thoughtful, he was handsome, but mostly a loner – although sometimes he seemed more friendly with their fellow topper, Mayte.

Although there were exceptions, his shift usually followed Morel’s and he arrived that morning to find hir outside the barn, a bag of clothes and other personal items at hir feet.

“We started a new seed in the test field,” Morel said, motioning to the field and explaining the corn.

“I read about corn,” Byll said, pausing at the door.  “I hope this grows well and is as good as sweet corn!”

Morel nodded, lifting hir bag.  “The field’s been irrigated but it may need more – it’s been dry for a year.”

Byll laughed, “What you gave it has probably returned to The Sump already!  Let me put my bag inside and I’ll run the water again before sunrise.”

“Okay.  Be safe,” Morel said.

“I will,” Byll said, and he entered the barn as Morel left for the elevator.

Morel’s apartment was at the west end of shaft seven, one of three-hundred-sixty efficiencies in the shaft.  The apartment was fifteen-feet by twenty-feet, built with concrete block ten inches thick.  It consisted of two rooms: a small room for the toilet and shower, and a large room containing a kitchen, living area and bed.

The ceiling was low due to a plenum where ventilation, plumbing and wiring were run - thankfully Morel wasn’t six feet tall.  Worn, padded carpet covered the rock floor.  The walls had been coated with a clear sealant and the view of rock and concrete block behind made hir feel as if zie lived in a dungeon.

Still, it was home and Morel was grateful to have it.

Arriving home, zie removed hir topper suit, placed it on a hanger and plugged it into an outlet to charge.  Zie undressed then showered.

Afterward, zie dried hirself then walked naked into the main room where zie pulled underwear from a dresser, and a skirt and top from an armoire next to the dresser.  Zie finished by sliding hir feet into a pair of wide-nosed flats made from cat skin.

Zie plopped onto a metal chair at a desk where a computer sat – an old twenty-eight-inch All-In-One.  Zie pushed the power button and waited while it booted.  

In the late twenty-first century, as climate change worsened, one of its greatest effects had been on the economy.  Worst affected were the average citizens as the purchase power of world currencies became nearly nonexistent.

Many computer operating systems developed by then had been designed to directly market online trade to the computer user.  Brick and mortar stores declined rapidly, leaving only stores marketing impulse buying such as coffee or snacks.  Online markets remained, competing for the computer-users’ dollars.

But as the economy failed and most consumers went broke, the electronic trading markets followed the demise of their physical competition.  Specially-designed operating systems, attempting to load advertising that no longer existed, increased time to load webpages, if they loaded at all.  As a result, users returned to older systems that didn’t have the adware and resulting latency.  Only data cubes remained to assist businesses.

Eventually, the companies that created the marketing software went bankrupt.  Companies that existed before the marketing frenzy, rewrote old code into new, web-friendly systems and sold it at a cost the poor could afford.  

Soon, the logo for Windows Twenty-One-Forty flashed onto the screen and a log-in prompt appeared.

Zie pressed hir finger to a reader on the keyboard and a glow appeared under it as hir fingerprint was scanned.  The text, User Authorized, appeared on the screen and zie pulled the keyboard close.

In more than two-hundred years little had changed with Internet browsing.  On hir screen, zie touched a tile titled The NET and a browser opened, bringing hir to the home page of Huntsman.

The home page was bland: black print on white background that said, “Welcome to Huntsman!  Please browse safely!” and had links to
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