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  The dirt feels like
glass powder against my face. I can feel the wet seeping out of me,
freezing in cakes on the ground. My legs crackle and scream anytime I
try to move. Trying to run away from the sores, the blisters, the
burning.

Somewhere on the
other side of the fire. I can hear the Ferryman.


I was working when the
edict came down. I suppose some part of me had been expecting it,
suspecting it would come as soon as we cracked the recombination
problem, as if I'd been carrying around a lead fishing weight in the
pit of my stomach and I'd only just gotten the bill of lading.

Even us. Sasha and me,
with our business in family planning. The edict applied even to us.

Sasha was the one who
told me. She leaned against the wall outside my office door, arms
folded, lips pursed as if trying to wrap themselves around a
heartbreak. 


“They did it,” was
all she needed to say.

“Are we ready?” I
asked.

She nodded, then
crossed to me. She knelt down in front of me and held me. I pulled
her head to my breasts and cradled her as if she were one of my
children instead of their other mother.

I didn't cry. I was too
frightened to cry. She didn't either. But we held each other for a
few moments just the same, as if sharing the common grief over a
beloved parent who'd finally lost what was left of her mind.

I remembered Mother's
first lecture, the one about the burning times. “When the fires
come, it is not only the heretic that suffers...”


The Ferryman is
still breathing. Hacking, labored, excruciating. It's doing no better
than me. But it's still alive.


Sasha
had seen it coming. She'd laid the plans, packed the bags, prepared
Jerome. She even tried to tell Leni, but Leni wouldn't join us. She
said it would be disloyal, immoral. Sasha soothed my fears for Leni
and carried on anyhow.

I
hadn't wanted to hear about it either. I'd made a study of locking my
disquiet away in an abandoned corner of my mind. It's my fault that
we waited so long.

My
fault.

My
fault...

But
what do you expect when you come to a new world with a vision? A
vision as grand as life itself, a vision backed by scientific proof—a
vision lacking only in a grand, validating
experiment. Nobody forced us to come—Sasha and me—we came here on
purpose, we knew what we wanted. I was seventeen, Sasha was sixteen,
and we were already swimming in the waters of Venus. She stole my
heart when I caught her in my climbing tree three years before—the
only other girl I'd ever met who could buck the rules without feeling
guilty.

The
crenelated bark on the backs of our thighs, the green and gold
kaleidoscope drenched in the scents of summer, a hundred feet above
the police canopy. We had our first kiss in that tree. We read
Mother's words to each other.  Words of compassion and vision. Words
of power and promise. Words of comfort for two girls trapped in a
world of prosperity where people still fought wars, people still got
murdered, people still abused their children.

“Material
comforts,” Mother wrote, “can only ever mask the beast that
forever stalks the nobility of the human race. The cancer at the
heart of the breed dooms us to slide, again and again, into the fire.
If we are to flourish truly, we must cut the cancer out. Only then
will we find ourselves forever safe from the burning times.”

They
sounded even more beautiful in person than they did on the page. She
had a voice like chocolate and velvet, and a presence that
bathed you in surety. When Mother came through town to speak, we
always went to see her. We fell in love through her words. And when
Mother announced the great exodus, well, we were as in love with her
as we were with one another. We came because we wanted to prove that,
with a clean break, we could make a truly peaceful world. A world of
sharing and nurture, not competition and predation and warfare.

And
what more could you ask at seventeen than to step through the magical
fire with your sweetheart and be transported into a new world, free
of violence and cruelty? 


“Follow
me,” the Ferryman said, “and you shall remain unburnt.”

And
we stepped into a new world. 



I can see light
again. Dark smoldering orange pushed through from the other side,
through the tear in space. The last link back. The last penetration.
Four parts agony, one part euphoria.

There are noises in
the night.


Ding

The
front door. Sasha answered it. A Deputy Matre, one that lived two
circles over. I recognized her voice. The kind of woman who never had
an unkind word for anyone whose presence she was in. She'd been one
of our clients once upon a time.

I
kept Jerome quiet while Sasha confirmed that, yes, we had heard the
edict, and yes, we'd be at the Community Center tomorrow with Jerome,
which the Deputy Matre believed because of who we were to Mother.
Keeping Jerome quiet wasn't easy—he was indignant in the way that
his sister mastered when she hit his age. When the Matre stuck around
to thank Sasha for the help with her little girl, I thought I was
going to have to use a syringe to put Jerome down, but Sasha seemed
to feel that she was tarrying too long and offered to walk the Matre
to the next roundhouse.

As
soon as the door closed, Jerome let loose.

“Mom!”
He whined at me like only a twelve-year-old can. “Stop it!”

“We
have to do it this way, honey. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry.” I
couldn't help it. I couldn't imagine a worse time to do this to him.
“We should have done this a year ago.” A year ago, when he
wouldn't have minded. When he wouldn't have cared that he was a male.
When he liked playing dress-up. Now he did care. “We have to go
now,” I pulled the sun-dress down over his sleepy head and forced
his arms through the holes, “Do you understand? We have to go.”

“But...ugh...”
he tugged at the collar, trying to pull it higher up on his chest.
The poor thing wasn't used to being allowed to show that much, and he
was naturally modest in the first place. Didn't even like undressing
for a bath. I think he disliked the exposure even more than he
disliked being forced to dress as a girl.

“Pucker
up, honey.”

He
puckered. I dabbed the lipstick on him. I wished he was still eight
and playing at it. For a few years there, I had hoped he'd want to
make it permanent. Maybe we wouldn't have had to run.

Maybe.

The
front door opened, then closed again. Sasha shouted “All clear.”

“Thank
you.” I turned Jerome around and tied the sash about his waist. “I
think we're ready.”

I
stood him up in front of me, gave him a once-over, and said, “I
think you'll do.”

He
hadn't asked why I was dressing him this way. It wasn't his place,
and he was a good boy. A harmless boy. The kind of boy who wouldn't
ever cause anyone any trouble. And he wasn't the kind of boy you
could lay this sort of thing on, either. The betrayal would break
him. So I kept my steel facade and didn't let him see that, inside,
my stomach trembled like a three-day seizure.

Sasha
knocked on the door frame. “It's time.”

I
checked my watch. “I wanted to...” I trailed off. I had wanted to
see Leni again, one last time. Sasha knew where she lived—she
wouldn't talk to me—but I didn't want Jerome to know he wouldn't be
seeing his big sister again. I tried to push the message through my
eyes to Sasha.

“I
know,” she said. “But it can't be helped.” Sasha crossed her
arms and seemed to chew on the notion. Seemed to, anyhow. I knew her
well enough to see how carefully she was planning our route out.
Every turn, every step, every transfer.

When
she finished, she nodded as if it were all decided, and crossed to
Jerome and kissed him on the cheek. “You look adorable, sweetie.
Are you ready to go?”

“Go
where?”

Her
eyes twinkled. “We're sneaking into the the Fire Temple. I wheedled
a tour, special for you. Don't tell anyone, okay?”

Jerome's
eyes widened like twin moons. Men—well, males of any kind—weren't
allowed into the precinct where the Fire Temple stood. And the
Ferrymen—an inaccurate word for the apparently genderless robed
guides—weren't allowed out past the main gate. A controlled point
of entry, allowing through the trade that sustained us while blocking
the flow of corruption from the outside universe that always
threatened. Since he'd learned to read—itself a touch taboo, but
tolerated because his mothers were both bioengineers, and expected to
value education—Jerome had taken an obsessive interest in the
Ferrymen and their magical ways.

“Yes,”
I jumped in before he could say anything, “You'll get to see them.
But you have to stay quiet, or people will know you from your voice.”

“Okay.
I can do that.” He dropped his arms from where they'd been covering
his décolletage, and wrinkled his nose in delight.

It
took another five minutes to get him used to the heels, just tall
enough to make him look like he'd hit a girl's first growth spurt,
and then we all threw our coats over our shoulders and slipped out
the door into the cool night air. I made sure he wore one of his
sister's old hats, just in case someone was watching the scanners.


It's moving now.
Scuffling, trying to catch its breath. The Ferryman. Genderless.
Faceless. Mirror-folk. I have to reach it. Have to stop it. Before I
die.


I
think it was about twelve years after we arrived, when we were
building the Family Planning Center, that I first suspected anything
might be wrong. It wasn't anything wrong with the goals of the
Center—those were mine entirely, backed up completely by Mother.
Mother even financed it—it was what happened at base camp.

We
built things communally—everybody pitched in, and everybody would
own a few shares of the Center at the other end. At first, we set up
the tent city—a circle of littler circles. Everything in our world
was circles and curves, as it should be. Mother held that nature and
human nature—real human nature, when it hasn't been perverted by
genetic deformities or maladaptive neurotoxins—moves in sweeping
curves, not in grid patterns and harsh ugly lines. We reflected that
in everything we built, no matter if it was a tent or a turnpike. Our
base camp was no different. Neither was the Center. Building a new
world is like growing a child—early on, it seems like nothing
happens, but the organism grows exponentially, a marvel of
interdependency and mutuality, every system interlocking with every
other until there is no distinguishing between them. Our culture grew
with our cities, every circle its own artistic explosion, each with
its own flavor, all the flavors mingling together. A symphony more
magnificent than I could have imagined when we first came.

That
first night after we set up the tent city, not long before dawn, Leni
found me in my cot in the forewoman's tent. She was only five at the
time. She wanted to stay with me, because she was scared. She
wouldn't say what exactly scared, her, just that she'd had a bad
dream about Mother. Well, it was the first time Leni had seen Mother in
her full ritual regalia, and the formal makeup could be quite garish.
It might give any sensitive child nightmares.

Leni
slept with me every night after that until we finished the Center,
whether Sasha was with me or on the road. All the rest of that year
and the year after, whenever we attended a build, she slept with me,
curled up behind me on the far side from the door. Dark questions
came to me at night when Sasha was at the Center, or on the road with
Mother, and I shoved them into a box and locked it tight. Because it
was Mother, and Mother would never do such a thing. Mother's whole
vision was of a world where things like that didn't happen, because
the poison that made it happen was kept under strict control. Our
world was a world without victimization, or exploitation, or
oppression. A peaceful world.

And
I kept those dark questions locked up in that box, and never let them
out. I never thought about them again. I made sure I didn't. I
couldn't. We were on Mother's planet.


I can hear something
in the distance. Some kind of monster, maybe. Or a wild man. Echoing
off the canyon walls. It's cold here. So cold. And dry. Drier than
funeral ashes.


As
Jerome walked in front of us, he moved painfully. Like a man trying
to dress up and pass. This wasn't going to work. I slipped my hand
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