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BIOPUNK, #2

Mickle has never seen the real Martian sky. Born inside the Hewmen biodome, he grows up in a world where ancient traditions are guarded as fiercely as the air they breathe. His mother, Ari, is the village’s quiet miracle — a telepath whose mind can brush against his own, binding them in a bond deeper than words. But her gift is also a danger, one that draws the attention of those who would exploit it.

As Mickle comes of age, the fragile balance of his community begins to crack. Environmental collapse threatens their dome, forbidden technology stirs fear among the elders, and Mickle’s own identity becomes a battleground between heritage and change. When the Ren — a brutal tribe of invaders — storm the village in search of resources and Ari’s psychic power, Mickle is thrust into a fight for survival he never wanted.

To save his mother and his people, he must confront the truth about his origins, the cost of progress, and the future of a culture on the brink. In a world where every breath is borrowed, Mickle must decide what is worth saving — and what must be sacrificed.
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“He who has practical wisdom (phronesis) is skilled in aiming at what is best for a human being.”

-Aristotle of Earth-
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HEWMEN
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Chapter One
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This is one of my earliest memories: I’m alone in the forest, really young, about four years old and I’ve lost my mother. I’m scared, afraid I’ll never find her again. The forest is colorful, full of yummy fruit-trees. Mango, papaya, redfruit, yellowfruit, any type of fruit you can think of. My mom planted most of these trees a few years ago. She created this forest so that our tribe would always have enough food.

“Mom?” I whisper.

My mom’s name is Ari, and she’s the most beautiful and brilliant creature in the world. Without her by my side, the colors of the forest fade, and the trees turn into gnarly monsters. Even though the sun is warm, I feel cold. I feel the kind of coldness that comes with abandonment, the kind of freeze that kills orphans. I shiver, not from a physical chill but an emotional one.

“Mommy!” I yell.

I’m naked, painted green. In my tribe, everyone wears body paint to communicate things about their gender. Men are usually blue, and women pink, but there are many variations to this. Some people might choose to wear both blue and pink to show gender complexity, while others might prefer yellow, or green like me. Green body paint is a weird choice for a four-year-old boy to make, but neither pink nor blue feel right to me.

“Where are you?”

I twirl around and around, but I don’t see her. My mom has absolutely disappeared. Mom is always painted pink, so I look for pink amongst the undergrowth... and I see some. I think the splash of color is her, but when I approach, it turns out to be just a pinkfruit hanging low off a rainbowtree. Rainbowtrees have blue trunks. The fruit that grow from them come in every color and taste. Yellowfruit are sour, redfruit are sweet, greenfruit are spicy.

“Mommy!” I squeak. “Where are you?”

A breeze twirls up some fallen leaves, and I hear a familiar voice on the wind. “Concentrate... shut your eyes and focus on my words.” I do what the wind tells me to do. I close my eyes and listen. “You’re not lost,” the voice says. “I’m hiding nearby. I just want to test if you can hear me.”

“I can hear you.” I nod.

“Good,” the voice says. “Do you know who I am?”

“You’re Mommy,” I reply. “You’re Ari.”

“Very good my baby,” the wind whispers. “Do you understand what’s going on?”

I nod again. “You’re thinking to me.”

“That’s right. I’m talking to you with my mind.”

This is normal. This has happened many times before. At the age of four, I don’t know yet that telepathy is something special. The fact that Mom sometimes talks to me with her mind is as familiar to me as eggs for breakfast or playing with my wooden dolls. If you ask me, I might tell you that every mom is able to communicate telepathically. That’s not true, of course. In my whole tribe, it’s just Ari who can do that. She’s special in many ways... she was also born a man.

“Mickle,” she whispers. “Turn around.”

I do as she says.

“Walk forward.”

I step through the dense undergrowth, pushing branches out of my way. Butterflies twirl around me. I’m no longer afraid, because I know that Mom is watching, and she’d never let me get hurt. I know this game because we’ve played it many times before. Sometimes Mom will whisper to me while I’m at daycare, to remind me that she loves me. Sometimes she’ll do it when I’m in the next room and she needs me to bring her something. Today she’s guiding me through the forest.

I step out into a clearing on the side of a mountain. From here, I can see the landscape all the way to the horizon. Below the forest I spy blue hills going on forever, dotted by yellow crop fields. Faraway in the distance, I can make out a large colorful village. That’s my village. The Hewmen village. That’s what my tribe is called... we are the Hewmen.

“Walk to the center of the clearing.”

I do as my mother tells me to. The clearing is populated by multicolored flowers, many of which have medicinal properties. In the Hewmen world, almost everything can be used for something. Flowers heal illness, fruit are edible, rocks are flammable. That’s because our fourfathers built this place to support life. This entire ecosystem was designed by scientists two thousand years ago.

Even at the age of four I already know that I live in a biodome... a huge glass bubble, constructed to protect my tribe from the harsh weather conditions here on Mars. While everything inside this dome is lush, the landscape outside is rocky and barren. There’s very little air outside that you can breathe, and almost no water. That’s why we need the dome. It keeps us alive.

I look up at the sky. Beyond a few wispy clouds I see a black square, hovering. It looks like some kind of flying apparatus, but it isn’t. It’s a really big plug, covering a hole in the glass. Before I was born, a meteor hit our dome, putting a crack in it. As a result, the Hewmen world froze over and many people died. My mom then plugged the hole in the sky with a large plastic square, saving the village. She didn’t do this alone, of course. My dad helped her, after he turned her into a woman.

My dad comes from a different dome, from a tribe called the Mench, who are more technologically advanced than the Hewmen. His name is Perr and he’s a doctor and a scientist. He isn’t a telepath like my mother, but he’s really smart. Together, my parents run a laboratory at the edge of town. Their mission is to use Mench technology to make Hewmen life better and easier. That’s difficult to do without changing the local culture.

“Look around,” the wind whispers. “Look for me.”

I do as I’m told, turn slowly on my heels and scan the colorful undergrowth. Blue, green, orange, purple, red and... a dot of pink! My mommy is painted pink. Is it her? I squint my eyes and I think I see an elbow. She must be hiding behind that rainbowtree over there. I become excited, crouch down, and sneak forwards. I approach as quietly as I can because I want to scare her.

“Are you looking around?” Mom asks telepathically.

“Yes,” I say, even though I’ve already found her.

Suddenly, I start running. I sprint around the trunk of the rainbowtree and see my mom. Her gorgeous green eyes widen when she realizes that I’ve caught her. I roar like a monster and jump right at her. She opens her arms and catches me. The momentum of my assault sends us both falling into the dirt, where we roll around and giggle. Mom tickles my belly until I give up.
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I’m ten years old now, sitting on a cold metal chair in my parents’ laboratory at the edge of town. Although most of the buildings in our village are made of cement, wood and mud, this facility is made of steel, plastic, and glass. While the other Hewmen barely have enough electricity to power lightbulbs, my parents’ lab hosts an aircon, multiple computers, a particle conglomerator, and a bunch more mechanical gadgets.

I’m bored, so I’m playing a logic game on a handheld device. The purpose of the game is to fit complex shapes into a limited amount of slots. I’m not allowed to take the gaming device out into the village because then the other Hewmen kids might see it. My parents are very careful which technologies they introduce the tribe to because they don’t want to influence the local culture too much.

Hewmen culture remained untouched for over two-thousand years. It was rich and diverse, saturated by unique traditions and with its own spirituality. It wasn’t until the ecological disaster known as the big freeze that outside influences became necessary for survival. During the freeze, many of the endemic flora and fauna went extinct. So, because there was no other way, my parents introduced foreign plants and animals like mangos and cows to the ecosystem.

The changes that my parents brought to the natural world, ended up changing the Hewmen way of life in unforeseen ways. Tradition and complex spirituality were lost, plus the richness of Hewmen society has been disintegrating ever since. That’s why my parents are careful which technologies they allow to leave the laboratory. The advanced science in here must be given to the Hewmen in a rationed way over many years.

Apart from Mom and Dad, I’m the only other person that’s allowed to be in here. I crane my neck to see what my parents are doing. Mom is currently standing by the bioprinter, wringing her hands. The bioprinter is a large tube that goes from floor to ceiling. There’s a clear liquid inside, and I can make out a green four-legged animal. The animal is tiny, probably a baby. Dad is sitting at a computer, typing in commands for the printer, fixing issues in real-time.

Before my parents introduced cows to the ecosystem, the forest used to be populated by greendeer. This was before I was born, so I’ve never seen one, but Mom told me that they went extinct as a result of the big freeze. I’m guessing that the animal inside the bioprinter is a greendeer fawn. Mom and Dad must have retrieved the creature’s DNA from a carcass and are trying to clone it... to bring the species back to life.

The four-legged green thing inside the bioprinter twitches. Mom gasps. Dad stops typing at the computer and holds his breath. I put away my handheld gaming device, stand up, and slowly walk to my mom’s side. I take a closer look at the fawn. Its eyes are shut, and below its hide I can see gears rotating... gears made of bone. The fourfathers genetically designed greendeer specifically for Hewmen, so that we would have something to hunt. The fawn jolts again, then opens its big eyes.

“Drain the tank,” Mom says with her mouth.

My father presses a button on the computer and the bioprinter begins to empty itself of the clear liquid. The greendeer fawn opens and closes its mouth, unable to breathe. The little animal begins kicking its legs frantically. It doesn’t take much time for the tube to drain itself, though, and soon the fawn is lying at the bottom of the empty tank, gasping up oxygen. I can tell that my mom is excited by the way her hands are shaking. My dad steps up and readjusts his glasses to take a better look at the little green creature.

“It worked,” he whispers.

Mom twists a knob and swings open an access flap, while Dad slips on some medical gloves. Dad carefully sticks his hands inside the bioprinter. At first, he pets the fawn’s head, then gently pulls the animal out of the tube. Mom rolls up with an incubator and Dad places the little green thing inside. I watch in awe. I’m definitely no longer bored.

“Don’t tell anyone about this,” Mom reminds me. “Your dad and I still have to run some tests before we reveal it to the tribe.”

Later that evening, I’m sitting at a street corner with my friend Hebel. He’s also ten years old but he looks younger than me, because he’s so small. Or maybe it’s because I’m tall for my age. The street is dimly lit by yellow street lamps. The road is dusty and full of potholes because of all the foot traffic and carriages during the day. Right now, there aren’t a lot of people around, though.

“I’m not allowed to tell you,” I say. “But my parents made something new in the lab.”

“Was it a new type of food?” Hebel asks.

I shake my head. “Not really.”

“New farming equipment?”

“Nope. But it was green, like me,” I confess.

“Green? Was it new medicine?”

I spy some teenagers over by a faraway intersection. In the sparse evening gloom, I can see that they’re smoking tobacco. I hear the teenagers laughing in a silly way and I have a feeling that they’re drinking beer as well. There used to not be any tobacco or alcohol in the Hewmen biodome. My mom and dad made the mistake of introducing both substances a few years ago.

“Not medicine,” I say.

Hebel shrugs. “Then I don’t know.”

“Don’t worry.” I put my arm around his shoulders. “My parents will show it to the tribe soon.”

The teenagers across the street become really loud. Two of the boys are fighting so the other teens build a circle around them and cheer. I shake my head because of how stupid they all seem. Aren’t you supposed to get smarter the older you get, not dumber? I hope that I never become like those boys, all painted blue and full of aggression. I also hope that I never become like those girls either, painted pink, spurring on the violence with their cheers. I’d rather remain green, whatever that means.

“Mickle?” my mom whispers on the wind. “Where are you?”

I shut my eyes. “Outside playing, with Hebel,” I say.

“Come home,” Mom whispers. “We’re about to save Hewmen culture from disappearing.”

At the center of the village there’s a huge circle with wooden benches around it. Back before the big freeze, villagers used to meet here every evening to eat and spend time together. The middle of the circle was reserved for entertainment. Young hunters would compete against each other in games to show their prowess. Young women would sing traditional Hewmen songs and perform choreographed dances.

Nowadays, that part of Hewmen culture is no longer practiced. People still gather here in the evenings to eat free food, but the atmosphere is quieter than it used to be. Most of the Hewmen that come now are older, clinging to memories of the past. The youngsters who used to participate in the entertainment stay away because they have other things on their minds. Whereas the circle used to be bustling with people, nowadays only about a quarter of the village shows up.

Tonight, my parents have something special planned for the crowd, though... a bit of entertainment, a major scientific breakthrough. Mom and Dad are carrying a large plastic box through the street towards the village center. Even though they haven’t told me, I’m pretty sure I know what’s inside the box. I ask if I can help them carry it, but they say it’s too heavy for me and they can manage.

As we make our way down the dusty road, people stop and stare at us. I’m used to this reaction. Although I’m a Hewmen, too, I’m also different, and always will be. I don’t just prefer to paint myself green, there’s other odd things about me, too. Firstly, I’m only half Hewmen because my dad is Mench. Secondly, everyone in the village knows that my parents are scientists, and that I live with advanced Mench technologies. I’m special, was born special, and am treated special because of it.

My parents grunt as they carry the heavy plastic box down the street. Something is moving inside. Something alive. By the time we reach our destination, several hundred people are already seated, eating beef stew and fruit salad. Mom and Dad make their way directly to the center of the circle. As we stalk across the dust, people notice us, and the entire crowd goes quiet in anticipation. The villagers immediately know that something new is about to be revealed.

The stars are bright tonight, plus there are enough electric lampposts and coal fires to illuminate the village center like it’s daytime. Mom and Dad place the heavy plastic box on the dusty ground, while I stay back a little. I’m a little scared of everyone seeing me, so I make myself small. This is my parent’s show anyways, and it is their time to shine. If the thing in the box is what I think it is... then people are about to be very impressed. Before opening the box, my mom raises her arms at the assembly.

“My brethren and sistren!” She yells so that everyone can hear her. “The big freeze didn’t just kill off most of our village, it also killed off our ekosystem! Our medicine flowers shattered forever in the frost, and our beloved greendeer were eaten by the desert! As a result, our culture has begun to erode!”

I look around at the faces in the crowd and see that some of the people are tearing up. Probably because Mom mentioned the greendeer, who were a really large part of Hewmen life. Mom once told me that in the olden days, to become a man you’d have to hunt a greenbuck, and that young girls used to sing traditional songs about the greendeer while cooking and washing.

“But do not cry!” Mom yells. “I know that some of you were skeptical when I returned home, with my Mench husband, foreign crops, and all this advanced science. These changes were necessary for our survival, but they have also been destroying our heritage! Tonight, I hope I can cure your broken hearts!” Mom opens a flap at the front of the plastic box. “Look what I made for you!”

A murmur goes through the crowd and people crane their necks to see inside the box. Nothing happens for quite some time. I feel myself getting nervous for my parents’ sake. The thing in the box better be what I think it is; otherwise, the audience will be disappointed. Finally, something moves beyond the open flap... something green. Then, a small green head appears... the greendeer fawn. The audience gasps, squeals, claps. The little green animal stumbles fully into the light, looks around and mews.

“My husband and I have managed to clone a greendeer!” Mom yells triumphantly. “Let this prove to you that advanced science can be a force for good! All the transformations we have gone through were necessary! Tonight, I hope you decide that they were worth it, too! You can rejoice once again, because our Hewmen traditions won’t be forgotten! Our tribal identity won’t be lost!”
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I’m fourteen years old and I’m in love with a girl. Her name is Valve and she’s two years older and way more experienced than me. Her eyes are big and blue. The left side of her head is shaved, but the right side is kept long. I want to get close to her, I want her to show me affection. I want Valve’s fingers to curl around the back of my head, and I want her to tell me secrets.

My friend Hebel and I are on our way to the shard. That’s what we call the spot where the broken biodome pieces fell to the ground. Teenagers hang out there, getting up to no good. A few years ago, I didn’t understand why teens would behave as stupidly as they do, but now I’m one of them, though, so I get it. Boys fight to impress the girls. The girls enjoy being fought over. Alcohol and tobacco are taboo in our culture, but that’s what makes them so fun. Plus, being drunk makes you lose your inhibitions.

Despite the fact that my parents reintroduced greendeer to the ecosystem four years ago, things haven’t gone back to normal. The boys are too lazy to hunt, and the girls refuse to do all the cooking and washing. I fear that our tribal traditions have been lost forever, replaced by some kind of modern idea of coolness. I understand the other teenagers, of course. I don’t want to go hunting either. Why would I want to spend days walking through the mud if I can party at the shard instead?

It’ll be evening soon, so Hebel and I hurry up. We want to reach the shard before sunset so that we don’t miss the sky changing colors. The other kids are probably there already, and if we arrive late, we won’t feel like we’re part of the group. Hebel and I stalk eastwards over rolling blue and green hills. The endemic grass in our biodome is blue, but my parents introduced green grass to fight soil erosion. The result is a gorgeous organic bluegreen pattern all around us.

“I hope Valve is there,” I say.

“What’re you going to do if she is?” Hebel asks.

“Kiss her,” I say. “Definitely kiss her.”

“And fuck her?”

I hesitate to answer. “I don’t know...”

I’ve heard of fucking before. Lots of people talk about it all the time, but for some reason I can’t imagine why anyone would do it. When I think of getting close to Valve, I think of tenderness and emotional connection. When I think of fucking, I think of gross bodily functions that I don’t really want to experience. It’s like masturbating... when everyone else started talking about it, I tried it but didn’t like it. I hope there isn’t something wrong with me.

The big plastic square that they plugged the hole in the dome with seems to be hovering in the sky above us. In the distance, I can see the shard sticking out of a hill. A huge piece of glass, standing up vertically. On the hill around it, I can make out a group of teenagers dancing. The wind carries the sound of merriment with it. I hurry my steps even more, and Hebel has a hard time keeping up because of how short he is. He hasn’t grown much since we were ten years old, and I doubt he’s even hit puberty yet.

As we get closer to the shard, I keep an eye out for Valve’s golden hair. I spy her in the distance. She’s sitting on top of a haybale with two other girls. The three of them are facing north, because that’s where the sun goes down. Hebel and I make our way through the rowdy crowd, past the giant shard of glass. Sunlight is hitting the thing almost horizontally, casting a rainbow over half of the area. Someone is playing the drums. Kids are dancing.

Suddenly Fritt steps in my way. Fritt is shorter than me, but his muscles are bigger than mine. I don’t mind Fritt, but for some reason he doesn’t like me. At school he shoots spitballs at my neck, and he’ll take any opportunity he can to provoke me. My parents raised me better than his did, so I just go out of the way when I can. At this moment, though, he’s right in my path and I have to engage with him.

Fritt leers. “Hey, fatso.”

“Hi, Fritt,” I reply.

“You going to annoy Valve?” he asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “I mean no...”

Fritt cuts me off. “Whatever. You think you’re special, but you’re not.”

“I don’t think I’m...”

“You’re not even Hewmen.” Fritt chuckles. “You’re Mench.”

Blood rushes to my cheeks. “I’m half Mench.”

“You think that makes you better than me?” Fritt raises his jaw.

“I don’t.”

“Yeah, you do. You even paint yourself the wrong color. Why green and not blue like the rest of us?”

Hebel comes to my aid. He puts his hand on Fritt’s shoulder. “Mickle never did anything to you.”

Fritt slaps Hebel’s hand away. “Fatso needs a dwarf to protect him?”

There is a moment in which things could easily turn bad. I sense that Fritt wants to punch someone, either me or Hebel. He looks back and forth between us, clenching and unclenching his fists. Then he leers in an ugly way, shakes his head, laughs, and walks off into the crowd. I sigh and glance at Hebel. The little guy might have just saved my ass from a beating. Hebel winks at me, then pushes through the crowd towards Valve and her friends. I follow him.

The rainbow the shard is casting onto the dancefloor makes me feel like I’m in a different dimension. The northern horizon is displaying a phantasmagoria of colors too, from blue to red. Hebel and I reach Valve and her friends. Valve perks up and waves when she sees me. She’s smoking tobacco from a wooden pipe and wearing a shirt over her breasts. Up until recently, Hewmen girls walked around topless, but shirts are now fashionable.

“Hi, Mickle,” she says in a singsong voice.

“Hey,” I reply shily.

Hebel and I climb up onto the haybale and sit down amongst the girls. I sit as close to Valve as possible without seeming weird. She hands me her pipe, and I take a hit of tobacco. I suppress the urge to cough, and the stuff makes me feel lightheaded. I suppose tobacco isn’t really my thing. The girls have a metal flask with them that’s filled with strong wine. We pass the alcohol around, and everyone takes a swig. I’m looking forward to being drunk and losing my inhibitions.

“Is it true...” Valve asks. “That your parents have a machine which makes food out of air?”

“Not exactly.” I shrug. “It prints food out of the basic building blocks found in the periodic table.”

Her eyes widen in admiration. “Must be cool to have all that advanced Mench technology.”

I shrug again. “To me it’s nothing special. I’m used to it.”

“Are you different from other boys?” she asks. “Because you’re Mench?”

“I... I do feel like I’m different, but not because I’m half Mench. It’s difficult to explain.”

Valve nods her gorgeous, blonde head. “You’re definitely different. You’re special.”

“Thanks,” I whisper.

I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone about the particle conglomerator that we have in the laboratory, but for some reason I really want to impress Valve. Judging by the admiration on her face, it’s working. The two of us keep talking throughout sunset, until the only light left is a thin sliver of red on the horizon. A few of the older boys ignite some coalstone fires, reilluminating the shard. The drums keep beating, and the other teens keep dancing.

“Want to go for a walk?” Valve finally asks.

I swallow hard. “Yeah.”

We hop down off the haybale. Valve takes my hand and pulls me into the darkness with her, away from the party. The further we wander, the more my eyes adjust to the starlight. The universe above our heads is gigantic and glorious. Its milky light casts a twinkle onto the grass below our bare feet. When I look back, the shard has become an island of firelight inside a dark, sparkling orb.

Valve stops, then kisses me with an open mouth. I’ve never kissed anyone this way before, so I do my best to copy what she’s doing. I don’t want her to think that I’m inexperienced, even though I am. She grabs my butt with both her hands, and I grab hers. She moves her head from side to side while we kiss, and I copy that, too. Suddenly, her tongue slips into my mouth and I jerk my head back.

“Sorry,” she says. “Am I being too aggressive?”

I shake my head. “No, I just wasn’t expecting that.”

She nods, then leans forward and kisses me again, gently this time. I can smell her hair, freshly washed with soapstone. It smells so nice. She slowly slips her tongue back into my mouth, a very very unpleasant sensation, but if this is what I’m supposed to do, I’ll go along with it. I stick my tongue forward and wiggle it around. I really don’t enjoy this. I really don’t. I have to suppress the urge to gag because I don’t want to destroy the mood. Instead, I stop kissing her and press my forehead against hers.

“You know...” Valve says seductively. “I’ve always fantasized about fucking in the grass.”

“Oh, really?” I ask, dreading what’s about to come.

Valve giggles, then starts undressing. The stars reflect off her sweaty skin, her flesh, plump in all the right places. Valve is really hot, so what’s wrong with me? Why am I cringing inside? Why does my skin crawl when I think of getting physical with her? Once she’s naked, she undoes my belt, then takes off my pants. She touches my penis and starts massaging it, but it doesn’t get hard.

“Now what’s the matter?” She sounds a little annoyed.

“I... I don’t know.”

She takes my hands and puts them on her breasts. I massage them mechanically, but I don’t feel arousal. She keeps massaging my dick, so I shut my eyes and I picture Valve’s cheeky smile, her kind eyes, her golden hair, all the things that make me like her so much. I get a little bit aroused, but then I become aware again of how close she is to me physically, and I feel disgusted.

“All right.” Valve lets go of my penis.

I bend down and pull my pants up. “I’m sorry.”

Valve sighs. “Are you gay? It’s okay if you are.”

“I don’t think I am.”

She shrugs, then begins putting on her clothes. I realize that I’m not revolted because Valve is repulsive in some way... I find her very beautiful actually. I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about Valve. She’s amazing in a lot of ways. I guess I’m just grossed out by her physical nearness. I don’t tell her that, though, because that’s weird. I’m going to have to come up with some other excuse.

“I guess I’m just not in the mood,” I finally say.

“That’s fine,” she replies in a way that lets me know it isn’t fine.

Once Valve is fully dressed, she walks off towards the shard. She doesn’t take my hand; she doesn’t wait for me to keep up. I stand alone for a moment, unsure, insecure, with a guilty knot forming in my belly. Finally, I follow her, feeling really shitty, hoping that she doesn’t tell anyone about what happened, or what didn’t happen. Maybe I’ll feel aroused the next time we make out. I hope she gives me another chance.

As we approach the shard, it becomes apparent that something bad is going on. The drums have stopped, and instead of jovial laughter, we hear some kind of nervous shouting. One of the words that’s being repeated sounds like “Fight! Fight! Fight!” I hurry my steps and catch up to Valve. We reach the shard and see that a circle has formed around the dancefloor. I look around for my friend Hebel but can’t find him.

Because I’m tall, I can make out some of what’s going on beyond the throng. I spy the bully Fritt, throwing fists at someone smaller than him. I fear the worst, so I push through the crowd. My instinct proves to be true. Fritt is sitting on Hebel’s chest, pummeling him into the ground. I burst out of the mob and push Fritt off my best friend. The bully goes flying into the dirt. Hebel is bleeding from his nose and his eyes are watering.

Fritt scrambles to his feet. “You shouldn’t have gotten involved Fatso!”

“Fuck off!” I step in between the two and square my shoulders. “Fuck off Fritt!”

The bully sneers, then runs at me. Like I said before, his muscles are bigger than mine, so I have to stop myself from running away. He draws back his right fist, then slings it towards my face. I duck my head and slam my shoulder into his chest. I weigh quite a bit more than him, so I manage to knock him backwards hard enough so that he goes flying. He lands on his back but immediately tries to get back up.

I decide that I can’t let Fritt get back on his feet again. If any of his punches hit my face, it won’t be pleasant. So, I jump on top of him, pinning him to the ground with my hands and knees. He wiggles around, shouting all kinds of curses at me. I realize that I’m shaking from all the adrenaline, which is unpleasant. I consider the fact that Fritt is helpless, and I realize that I could knock the shit out of him right now. I could really really hurt this asshole. Suddenly, Hebel steps up and puts a hand on my shoulder.

“Don’t hit him,” Hebel says. “He’s not worth the trouble.”

“Fight! Fight! Fight!” the crowd chants.

I swat Hebel’s hand away, grab Fritt’s throat with my left hand, and raise my right fist. I could so easily mush up the bully’s face. Maybe if I do, then Valve won’t lose interest in me. Maybe she’ll realize that I’m the toughest, and then she’ll give me another chance. Fritt’s eyes widen in fear, and he glances back and forth between my fist and my face. I’m about to hit him hard when something strange interrupts me...

The ground begins to vibrate. Gently at first, but then harder, like a coming earthquake. The crowd of teens screeches and screams. The ground shakes so much that the kids bob up and down. I stand up and hold my arms out sideways for stability. Fritt gets up as well, struggling to keep his balance. The vibrations increase even more, and the fight is forgotten.

“Do you feel that, Mickle?” Mom whispers.

“Yeah, of course,” I reply.

“Come to me,” she says. “Now.”

Literally every Hewmen in existence has assembled at the village center. Usually only the elders show up for communal meetings, but this morning even the teenagers are present. The sun has risen over the southern hills, and its golden rays hit the village horizontally. An elder called Krist is standing at the center of the circle, giving a speech. Krist is almost two-hundred years old, carries a walking stick, and has an unkempt white beard.

“The earthquake is a sign from the fourfathers!” He yells with a shaky voice. “They are upset with us because we have forgotten our traditions! The fourfathers are punishing us because our youngsters no longer respect their elders, drink alcohol, and smoke tobacco!”

A murmur of agreement ripples through the crowd. I’m sitting off to the side with all the other teens. The kids around me are shaking in fear because they feel judged by the majority of the village. Like it’s our fault the ground shook. I don’t believe in superstition about the fourfathers, though. My parents taught me that our biodome was constructed by technologically advanced homo sapiens, that’s all. The fourfathers were people just like us, nothing more.

My mom steps into the circle and everyone hushes. “What we witnessed this night has nothing to do with the fourfathers!” She yells. “It was a small earthquake, and a bigger one is coming! Such an event will be even more catastrophic than when the meteor hit the biodome! Picture a thousand giant shards of glass, falling on our heads, mountains cracking, lakes draining! If the ground doesn’t swallow us up, the lack of oxygen will suffocate us!”

“You see? The end is coming!” Krist nudges my mom out of the way with his bony shoulder. “The fourfathers will kill all of us if we don’t change our ways! We must not forget our traditions!”

“What we have to do!” My mom interrupts. “Is prepare for the coming calamity!”

“And we must remember our traditions!” Krist repeats at the top of his lungs.
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Years pass, but no earthquake happens, neither big nor small. The elders figure the tremors were a solitary event, and they stop talking about the subject. My mom and dad become eerily quiet about it, too. I am unable to forget the first time I felt the earth shake, though, because that was also the night on which I first realized I’m not a sexual person.

I’m twenty-one years old now, working as a solar panel cleaner together with my friend Hebel. Most of the electricity used in our village comes from the sun, so it’s important that these panels are kept clean. To the west there is a gigantic field, with thousands of these shiny squares lined up neatly. Hebel and I both carry large buckets of soapy water, mops, and plastic scrubbers. The solar panels get blistering hot, so we work in loincloths.

Even though I’m an adult now, I still haven’t had sex. Sure, I had opportunities with different girls, but none of those worked out. Thinking back on each instance, I guess the problem was always that I lack motivation when it comes to getting physical. I can fall in love, and do so quite often, but I’m just not interested in sexual intercourse. Something about physical intimacy puts me off.

“It doesn’t matter,” Hebel says. “If you don’t want to have sex, you don’t have to. Hewmen society is a lot more liberal than it used to be.”

I scrub some bird shit off a solar panel. “You’re right, but you’re also wrong.” I say. “If I was gay, or bisexual, or transsexual, then at least I’d fit in somewhere. But being... asexual, feels like I’m missing out.”

Hebel slaps my ass. “Have you tried being gay?”

“No.” I cringe. “But I know that I’m not.”

“Sorry.” Hebel smiles cautiously. “I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“It’s fine.”

If anyone else slapped my butt, I would have a real problem with it. However, Hebel and I have been friends for so long that it only feels a little awkward. I do love Hebel, probably more than I admit to myself, but once again the problem is my aversion towards physicality. I am definitely capable of loving other people... of loving them for their souls and their hearts, I just can’t express that love the way everyone else does.

Hebel and I take a detour on the way home. It’s greendeer mating season, which means that you can watch the greenbucks calling for does in the fields. We walk along the southern tree line until we hear a bugling sound. The noise begins low and transitions into a loud scream. Bucks bugle during the rut to attract females, but also to warn off other males. Hebel and I duck down and sneak forward. We hide behind a bluefern and look up towards the forest.

The greenbuck
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