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			This book is dedicated to those who seek change in making this planet a better place. To those who understand the importance of how each action we commit directly affects the footprint we leave behind on our environment. I hope this story never becomes our reality.
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			WE MOVE THROUGH the world like a pack of wolves, striding on long legs, bright-eyed, ravenous. We are beautiful, and a casual observer might think us soft because of that beauty. But we have teeth no one can imagine.

			We move like soldiers, from the pre-fail days when humans fought wars. The lesser creatures step aside. Most openly stare. Only the boldest look away from us. To not admire us is a grave insult. They will be remembered. Punished.

			Our uniform skirts swish around our legs. The daughters of lawyers and politicians, we know how to bend the rules to our own whims. The Oaks Code states only that all students wear the green leaf-and-tendril motif of our school. The oak stands strong, supporting the tender vine. Most of the students conform exactly, looking like the identical, mindless clones they are, fitting in seamlessly with everyone around them. Not us.

			My skirt is long, made not of printed fabric but individual cutouts in the shape of oak leaves in all the red, gold, and orange colors of fall. The leaves overlap and flow in a cascade to my mid-calf, though there are several strategic slits that reveal my leg to the thigh with the slightest twitch. I’ve seen vids of an oak forest in autumn, the trees looking almost like a wildfire as those dying flame colors toss in the late-season wind. When I move, my skirt rustles like the forests none of us have seen, or will ever see. My top is the pale yellow-green of a new-sprouted spring leaf, skintight, with embroidered tendrils snaking up my ribs.

			

			PEARL LOOKS LIKE a butterfly flitting through a forest. There’s a suggestion of the traditional leaf-and-tendril pattern, but most of her dress is made of iridescent nanoparticles that change from green to blue to silver whenever the light hits them. Her tights are shimmering silver. She’d be a hit at light-night at the Rain Forest Club.

			(I bite my tongue, glad I’ve only thought that, not spoken it out loud. The Rain Forest Club hasn’t been popular for several months, once the Kalahari kids started going. Losers. If Pearl had heard the comparison . . .)

			Our outfits have upset the school administration many times, but there’s nothing they can really do about it as long as our parents are paying the exorbitant yearly school fee. Sometimes they try to appeal to our better natures. Ha! Good luck with that. But come on, how can we really respect anyone who calls themselves “sister” and “brother”? No one on the entire planet has a sister or brother. I don’t understand why the Temple servants use those words. Are they trying to make us nostalgic for the good old pre-fail days? The time when people had so many children—so many brothers and sisters—that humans overran the world like vermin and destroyed it? Can you imagine living back then? The world must have been positively squirming with humanity. Ugh.

			Today, there are only like a million people. That’s a nice, manageable number, I think. Enough to keep the population going without inbreeding. Enough so that I’ll never run out of hot new guys to meet. (I figure, given that there are only like six truly gorgeous and semi-worthwhile boys in this school of 200, there must be, what, 30,000 potential hotties out there? That’s 7,500 for each of us, even if we don’t share. And we usually share.)

			More important, a few million people should be easy to dominate. Back before the Ecofail, queens and presidents ruled far more than that. Pearl figures that she shouldn’t have any trouble at all taking control of only a million people. She rules the Oaks boarding school easily enough.

			She’s school chancellor. It’s an official position, voted on by all the other students. But even if she hadn’t been elected, she’d still be in charge of everything.

			I’m her vice chancellor. That’s not an elected position. I serve at her whim. And Pearl has been pretty whimsical lately.

			“Yarrow,” she hisses, in the voice that pretends to be a whisper but projects embarrassingly to Lynx and Copper, walking at our flanks. “What the bikking hell do you have in your hair?”

			I touch the staggered layers of my blond hair self-­consciously, and feel my jaw clench, though a second later I force a smile. “Do you like it?” I ask. This morning I was playing around with one of the hair painters and put a streak of aqua in one of the strands. I forgot that streaks were so last year. I’d meant to take it out again, but I must have been in a kind of daze and never got around to it. I haven’t been sleeping very well lately. Weird dreams.

			“No,” Pearl says flatly, and I hope that’s the end of it. I’ll strip it out and go back to my natural color at the first break. But Pearl smiles, and her dimples do absolutely nothing to make it look less like a snarl.

			And the insults begin.

			“If Brother Birch and a jellyfish Bestial had a baby—and then never hugged it—it would look like your hair.” Pearl gives a self-satisfied smirk at that, and I have to admit it is one of her better ones. Still, Brother Birch is always telling us to respect the Bestials. They’re different, but they feel a calling and follow it, almost like a Temple servant. Should we mock that?

			Copper and Lynx aren’t as clever, but just as mean. “You look like an outer circle tramp high on synthmesc who fell into a tub of blue-green algae soup,” Copper says with a snicker.

			“Yeah, and you’re so poor you sucked all the algae out of the rest of your hair, and saved that last bit for your boyfriend,” Lynx riffs gleefully.

			“Your boyfriend who has pox.”

			“Your boyfriend who can’t read an autoloop timetable.”

			I smile. Now they’re just being silly, and the sting melts out of their insults. We tease each other like this all the time. And yeah, sure, sometimes it hurts. But none of us means anything by it. I start to laugh along with them.

			Until Pearl says, “Your boyfriend who’s a second child.”

			I stop cold. It’s a bad insult. It means someone who is an outcast, unloved. Someone who shouldn’t exist. But it’s just one of those words we four toss around, like “tramp.” It doesn’t mean anything, really. It’s just another playfully cruel insult. I even called Pearl that once, in the second week after I transferred to Oaks. She was so impressed at my nerve that I became her second in command, much to the disgust of Copper and Lynx. They tried calling her second child afterward, but it didn’t have the same effect. I’d been the first one brave or stupid enough to do it. Pearl likes innovators.

			So it’s nothing. Nothing at all. Why, then, does something knot up painfully in the pit of my stomach? Why do I feel like my throat is squeezing shut?

			“What’s wrong with you today?” Pearl asks. She walks off before I can answer, and I scramble to keep up. Already, the other girls are trying to move into my place, literally and metaphorically. I have to squeeze back into my position at Pearl’s side.

			Though I’ve only been here at Oaks for a short time, my life at my last school feels like a distant blur. I was at the Caverns, another one of the three or four top schools that the elite scions of Eden attend. From the moment I shed the glossy black uniform of the Caverns and donned Oaks’ leaf and vine–pattern green plaid, I felt like my life was really starting. As if the time before had been meaningless.

			That first night Pearl stuck her head into the doorway of my private room, her pale silvery hair swinging almost to her waist, and said, “Who the hell are you? No, scratch that. Who the hell are your parents?” Then she winked at me, because of course all the students had been briefed to not ask me. My mom does spy things in the government that no one is allowed to talk about. It’s the worst-kept secret. Instead of going home to visit her, I have to go to the Center. She’s that top-secret. I go there once a week, right after classes on Friday, and stay until Saturday morning. It takes away prime wilding time, but that’s family, right?

			The night I arrived, Pearl invited me into her room and she, Lynx, Copper, and I got tipsy on spiced akavit cocktails. I like to think that she adored my winning personality, but I know that first night she welcomed me just because of who my mom is. That’s okay. If I’d been boring she might have paid attention to me out of self-interest, but I wouldn’t be her friend. Being Pearl’s friend is the most exciting thing that ever happened to me. She makes me feel alive, free, fierce.

			Most of the time.

			We might have every intention of ruling Eden within a few years, but for now we’re obedient students. Our wolfish stride automatically slows, becomes less glaringly aggressive, when we spy the tall, gaunt form of headmaster Brother Birch in his leaf-green robes. We want to appear like regular students. We know how to play the game.

			“Good morning, Brother Birch,” Pearl says, flashing him a smile bright as the sun. We mumble the same.

			“Good morning, girls, and may the blessings of the Earth be with you.” He nods benevolently. Although he’s the head of the Temple of Eden—the most powerful cleric in the world—as well as headmaster of our school, he wears the unassuming robes of the lowest member of his order, and calls himself brother as if he were just ordained last week. He’s not very old, considering his rank; in his forties. But then, he was raised in the Temple, an orphan. His dark hair is a little too long, feral, as if he just ran his hands through it, but his goatee is neatly trimmed and lightly oiled. It smells like . . . I frown. It’s sharp and cool, almost medicinal. Tormentingly familiar, but I can’t quite place it. It makes me want to lean in closer to Brother Birch every time I see him. Of course, I don’t.

			He seems like such a simple, kind man. Yet I know he has been initiated into the deepest Mysteries. He makes me feel off balance, though I can never tell why.

			“How are you adapting to our school, Yarrow?” he asks me.

			My nerves flee, because the answer is so obvious, so genuine. “I love it here!” I gush. “The students are amazing, and I’ve made so many friends.” Well, three friends, two of which want my place. Lots of other students are nice to me, though. That’s the same as having friends, right? Who has time for more than a few close people?

			“And your studies?” Brother Birch asks, raising his eyebrows slightly.

			“Ah, well . . .” I flush.

			“Sister Margarita says you cover your Eco-history notes in drawings. Horrid doodlings, she calls them.” He smiles and presses his fingertips together. “We must pay a bit better attention, mustn’t we?”

			I nod, speechless, and he makes the Sign of the Seed between his chest and mine—a closed fist that rises and sprouts as if the fingers are a growing seedling. I bow my head as I am expected to do, and he touches the crown of my head with two fingertips in blessing. “I am watching you with particular interest, Yarrow,” he says.

			The girls manage not to giggle until we get into the classroom, out of earshot. “What the hell, Yarrow?” Copper asks. “Particular interest?”

			“Ooohhh,” Lynx purrs, “does Yarrow have a thing for Brother Birch?”

			A thing? Ew. Like I’d have a thing for a guy three times my age, and a clergyman, at that. I mean, he isn’t bad-looking, and there’s something about his eyes, a peculiar brightness shining even through the flat lens implants every citizen of Eden wears. But he’s definitely not my type. My type is more . . .

			Come to think of it, I don’t know what my type is. I try to picture my ideal mate, and I can’t see anything except shadowy images. First, a tall, slim form that seems very far away, and then a larger shadowy figure, broad-chested, looming closer . . .

			I shake my head, and make myself laugh along with them. Again. It seems like I’ve been the butt of all the jokes today. My face aches with so much smiling at their jokes at my expense.

			So to make myself feel better I find someone to hurt.

			Ah, there’s the perfect target—Hawk. He’s one of the most popular boys in Oaks, and the richest. He’s a real power here, the male equivalent of Pearl. He shouldn’t be so easy to hurt . . . if it weren’t for one little thing.

			The poor idiot thinks he loves me.

			I start out sweet. If you’re cruel all the time, then your cruelty loses power. You have to temper it with kindness, affection, empathy. Empathy is especially important. How can you truly hurt someone if you don’t understand them deeply and truly? I can read other people pretty well. Pearl says I study them, stare at them, like each person is a new species I’m discovering each time I see them.

			Sometimes I feel like I understand other people better than I do myself.

			Hawk is already in his Egg, ready for class to begin. The Egg is a virtual reality pod that encases each student individually, giving us a fully immersive learning experience. I watch his hand caress the controls of his datablock interface, toying with the many sensory options he has at his disposal. The movement is so sensual I can’t help but picture that dark-skinned hand caressing something alive. My skin. No, Yarrow, don’t start getting sentimental and attached. Those are Pearl’s words I hear in my head. Love makes people weak, she says, and probably believes. Love is for other people, to feel for you. If you indulge in it, you’ll lose your power. You’ll be a slave, no better than some outer circle peasant prole reporting to his factory every day for the rest of his life. 

			So I don’t think of Hawk touching my bare flesh. Instead, I envision him caressing something far more exotic and unlikely: a cat. No one has seen a cat for more than two hundred years. No one has seen any animal other than humans. We have vids of them, though. I’ve seen wildebeest by the thousands stampeding across a plain, hurling themselves into rivers, only to be snatched by crocodiles. I’ve seen elegant hummingbirds flirt with flowers, and sinuous snakes twine around trees. All stored in the cold, dead bytes of a datablock.

			Now all those things are gone. It will be centuries before the Earth is healed enough for humans to survive outside of Eden. Here we only have people and technology, and a few hardy species of algae, fungus, and bacteria that provide our food.

			“Meow,” I say, and narrow my eyes as I slide into the Egg beside Hawk. They’re made for one person, and it is a tight squeeze. He doesn’t seem to mind. The autumn leaves that make up my long skirt part, exposing a long swath of bare leg. He looks . . . then looks back at my face. His mother raised him right.

			“Hi, Yarrow,” he says, scooting over to give me a little more room. “Did you like the flowers I sent to your room?” They weren’t real flowers, of course, but lovely clusters of lilacs spun in synthetic silk.

			“Flowers?” I ask, widening my eyes and tilting my head slightly. How bad should I be? Should I simply deny receiving them, or . . .

			“Oh!” I say after a long moment of pretending to remember. “I did find some kind of weeds outside my door. I assumed the cleaning staff forgot to remove the trash.” I giggle and tilt my head fetchingly to one side. “I’m afraid I suggested to Brother Birch that Jessamine should be fired immediately.”

			Bikk, I slipped up again. I shouldn’t know the cleaning lady’s name. She’s so far beneath us. Pearl would never let me live that down, if she knew. I’m always doing embarrassing stuff like that. I’d say it’s because of my mother’s work: I tend to notice trivial details. Then Pearl would give me a look of near disgust, as if knowing a cleaning lady’s name is like knowing the name of a piece of garbage. Unthinkable, laughable.

			Hawk doesn’t even notice that part. I can see his face tighten when I bad-mouth his gift, but he’s too well bred to react. The upper classes don’t get mad, Pearl says. We get even.

			I’ve made the first cut, now I have to sweeten it. Stab . . . stop . . . kiss . . . then twist. That’s how you make it really hurt. Swiftly, I lean in and kiss his cheek. Or, I try to kiss his cheek. His reflexes are good, and he turns his head so fast my lips land on the edge of his. I fight the urge to recoil in confusion. I don’t want to kiss him, not really. I just want him to love me. I want everyone to love me. I want to own them. I want to have loyal people around me who will never leave me.

			Still, the quick kiss has the desired effect. His face relaxes, and he smiles. I’m forgiven.

			“Never mind,” he says. “I’ll send you more. Better flowers.”

			I was almost telling him the truth. I did get the flowers, but as soon as I saw them I gave them to Jessamine to throw away, or put in her no doubt squalid little apartment, or anything she liked. I couldn’t stand the sight of them.

			He leans against me in the tight confines of the Egg. “Are you looking forward to the Snow Festival tonight?”

			I shrug. “It’s an excuse for a new dress.” I’ve seen sixteen snow days in my life, and they must have been pretty boring because I have hardly any memory of any of them. Only the barest abstract recollection of the dances, the feasts, the merriment. The only image that is truly clear is a memory of staring up to a small patch of sky, seeing the stars seem to multiply as snowflakes formed, then filled the heavens in a blizzard that lasted exactly one night. Where was I for that Snow Festival?

			“It always seems weird to me, too,” Hawk says, catching my jaded tone and interpreting it as he likes. When someone has a crush on you, they’ll put the best spin on whatever you say. “I mean, there’s no natural precipitation here, and we have to conserve water, so why does the EcoPan program one night of snow every year?”

			“And one day of rain six months later,” I add. The snow is always at night, but the rain falls in the daytime. I remember being somewhere high for one Rain Festival, feeling exposed, with a sense of nervous excitement, tilting my head back to catch fat raindrops on my tongue as the noonday sky grew black with artificial thunderclouds.

			“I think the EcoPan does it to make us feel a little more normal,” Hawk muses. “I mean, look at this.” He fiddles with the controls of his Egg and suddenly we are surrounded in a panorama of a Snow Festival from many years back. It must have been before I was born. The clothes all look out of date, the sort of flowing, casual, free garments in muted colors I imagine our grandparents wore.

			The Egg is designed to give students a full immersive experience. I don’t even know why we have teachers, really. They could just program our lessons into the Egg and take the rest of the day off. Inside the Egg, the temperature drops, and despite the singing and cheers of the crowd that seems alive around me, there is a hushed feeling. I’m right there, in the crowd, the darkness kept at bay by lamplight. My senses are sure of it, even if my mind knows it is all an illusion. I can’t help but smile when an elderly woman next to me raises a wide-eyed baby up into the air, holds out its chubby little hand to catch a snowflake. Hawk hits another button, and the scene shifts jarringly to a frozen artificial pond, solid for one night only. Couples glide awkwardly on its surface, and the Egg drops a VR hood over my head and makes me feel like I’m skating alongside of them.

			When Hawk turns it off, I’m breathless. The Egg has returned to ambient temperature and is just a machine again, its delusions hidden. But my cheeks feel raw and rosy from the recent cold.

			I shake my head against the unexpected sensation of exhilaration. I’d meant to make myself feel better by making someone else feel worse. Instead, the person I’d meant to hurt for entertainment, for power, for practice, has made me feel alive. Happy, I’d almost say.

			Why does that feel like a novelty? Aren’t I always happy? What reason do I have to not be happy? I have everything.

			I feel a strange uncertainty, and it makes me angry. So when Hawk leans close and asks me for the first dance at the school Snow Festival tonight, I lift my chin haughtily and snap, “I’m not going to that stupid kids’ party. My friends and I have other plans.”

			We don’t, and I know we’ll be there because we’ve been planning our outfits forever. But at the end of class Pearl slides up to me.

			“Did you hear, the outer circles are having a contest for king and queen of the Snow Festival. The winner gets money, and a night in the innermost entertainment circle.”

			I’d heard something about it. “An effort to boost morale among the lower classes, right?” I ask, not really interested.

			“Exactly,” she says. “And what do you think they’re going to do with all that morale, huh? Start making decisions? Wanting things above their station?” She laughs derisively. “No good can come of letting outer circle proles get their hopes up about . . . anything. Why let them into our circles, even for a night? Next thing you now they’ll be wanting their kids to go to Oaks!”

			“I’m sure you’re right, Pearl,” I say uncertainly. Pearl cares far more about these things than I do. But she probably has a point. “But what can anyone do about it, if the powers that be have authorized . . .”

			She silences me with a look. “Oh, you sweet little thing! I am the powers that be.”

			

			THE LAST CLASS of the day is a tedious hour of Earth Stewardship, where one of the Brothers dozes while our Eggs instruct us on the finer points of geology. It is just starting on something called fracking, where people, not satisfied with destroying the Earth’s crust, began bikking up the inside of the planet, too. We haven’t gotten very far, though, when the bell tower chimes the end of the school day, and we jet out of our Eggs faster than the Brother can jolt awake and shout, “To be continued tomorrow!”

			I love our bell tower, the Oaks carillon, the arrogance of those giant chimes looming over the campus. They boom our schedule out to half the inner circles, screaming to the world that we are the ones who matter. It is our waking and studying, playing and sleeping that count, not yours. So what if you want to sleep late? If carillon rings to wake Oaks students at 6 a.m., you have to get up, too.

			The last bells peals still echo over the elite heart of Eden as we run to our dorms. They are set up with two or three bedrooms around a common leisure room. Before I came to Oaks, Pearl was the only student with a private room, arranged through some scheming of her own, and no doubt her parents’ money. When I arrived mid-term, though, there were no spare dorm rooms, so an extra teacher’s room was converted for my use. I’m on the opposite side of campus and closer to their supervision, but my big bedroom, private bath, and little parlor for entertaining are the envy of all the other students. Particularly Pearl. She keeps mentioning to the staff how isolated I feel away from the student body, so I’m sure as soon as a shared dorm opens up I’ll be out. For now, though, it gives me a little something to lord over Pearl.

			Pearl grabs my hand and hurries me along with an uncharacteristic enthusiasm. We’re supposed to be above actually getting excited about anything.

			Usually we meet in her room, but today she drags us into mine. It makes me uneasy. Pearl likes to be in charge, at the pinnacle of everything, the cynosure of every eye. If she’s putting the attention on me, she must have a reason for it.

			“We’re going out tonight!” she says to the others, and explains her idea to steal the Snow Queen title from some undeserving outer circle girl.
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			IT MIGHT NOT sound revolutionary, but it is. Oaks has very strict rules about leaving campus. It’s a boarding school, which in a way is kind of silly because every student is from one of the inner circles, nearly all from the innermost, nearest the emerald eye of the Center. We could walk to our family homes every night in a quarter hour, or hop an autoloop and be there in minutes. But the Oaks philosophy is that living together builds a community of leaders who will be able to work as a team to lead Eden in the future. Our fellow students are our families, more than our biological parents. We live, study, eat, and sleep together. No one in Eden has a brother or sister, of course, thanks to the strict one-child policy, but the student body of Oaks comes close.

			We can only leave the campus on a pass. The pass has to be authorized both by a parent and the school. Most of the students go home for a night or two every other weekend. I go every Friday night to visit my mom at the Center, where she works and pretty much lives. Families can also give permission for students to go out into Eden at night, to parties and clubs. The school isn’t crazy about this—they’d rather we stay in, studying or something else dismally dull—but they usually let us. We go out a couple of nights a week at least, to whatever club is most popular.

			However, it is a cardinal sin, and grounds for dismissal, to sneak off campus without permission.

			Usually it wouldn’t be a problem to get our parents to give us last minute permission and then hustle it through the school bureaucracy. Tonight, though, everyone is expected to be at the Snow Festival. It is a mandatory gala, an obligatory bonding moment we absolutely cannot miss.

			So when Pearl tells us that we’re sneaking out, even my jaw drops a little bit.

			“What’s wrong, Yarrow?” she asks, tilting her head to the side with that kittenish expression she uses right before her claws come out. “Don’t you like my idea?”

			I can feel the tension in the air. Lynx looks like she’s dying to say something that might push me in the wrong direction, in opposition to Pearl. She wants me to scoff at the idea, create a breach that she can slip into. But she doesn’t quite dare speak in case the balance shifts the wrong way. Copper is positively quivering, waiting to see what will happen. After an eternity, I say musingly, as if it is my own idea I’ve just come up with, “The school Snow Festival is so boring. I think we should look for something better to do.”

			Pearl flashes her feline grin, and it makes me feel like I just passed a killer test. Her approval is so hard to win, but when it comes, it feels like a blessing.

			“Thought you’d like it,” she says. “I’m glad, because we couldn’t do it without you.”

			She needs me! I feel proud, though a shiver of dread tickles my spine. We are known for getting up to some serious hijinks, but this is bigger than anything we’ve done before.

			“Oh, don’t look so worried, Yarrow,” she says dismissively. “The school makes a big deal about sneaking out, but it’s just for show. Come on, do you really think they’d expel us? The school’s entire reputation for greatness is based on having people like us attend. We give them prestige. If we get caught, then our parents will write a retroactive permission note . . . wrapped around a generous donation. We’ll be fine.”

			She’s probably right. I mean, that’s what money and power are for—to shield you from the bad things in life. Nothing bad has ever happened to me. It never will. I smile at Pearl, feeling suddenly safe, and part of this very special sisterhood that I know will last my entire life. “I’m down for whatever you want,” I assure her.

			Lynx—looking a little disappointed that there wasn’t more drama—is ready to get on board now. “Fantastic idea, Pearl!” she gushes. “But how are we going to get out?”

			“Leave that to me. Or rather, leave that to Yarrow.”

			When Pearl explains her plan, I feel a sick twist in my stomach. I can do it. Of course I can do it. It’s just . . .

			I gulp, but force a smile through tightly clenched jaws. “No problem!”

			While they talk about the details of the plan, I zone out, looking at the decorations around my room. I change décor every few weeks; I can’t decide what suits me. Right now, it looks like the inside of a psychedelic cave or a swirling galaxy of stars, the walls adorned with winking crystalline lights in shades of topaz, purple, and pink. They’re off now, but at night I can lie in my bed and pretend I’m floating in the middle of a nebula. Even when my eyes are closed I have visions of twinkling lights all around me, like they are imprinted on the insides of my eyelids. The multicolored crystal lights all around me feel familiar, safe.

			Then Pearl reveals the crux of her plan, and it startles me out of my daze. “We’re going to sneak out through the Temple.”

			The school campus connects directly to the Temple. It is supposed to remind us that we, the elite, have a special duty to the Earth. And of course, being good little children, we can visit the Temple whenever we like, to pray for forgiveness for the sins of our forefathers. Like it’s our fault the Earth was destroyed. The Temple is open to the outside world during the day. (When, let’s face it, there’s not much temptation to sneak out. Daytime is boring to the extreme. What, we’re going to join the commuters? Tour a factory assembly line? No, the night is our time.) But at night it is locked.

			When Pearl suggests sneaking out through the Temple, I can’t quite help looking at her like she’s crazy. Lynx gives a sly, secret smile. She foresees me getting caught, expelled, sees herself moving back into her old place as Pearl’s right-hand girl.

			“But there will be a Temple attendant at the entrance,” I remind Pearl.

			“Sure, but not at the other doors.”

			“But they’re . . .”

			“Past the Skyhall, in the priests’ private quarters.” Where anyone who isn’t a priest or priestess of the Temple is strictly forbidden to venture. This could turn out very badly.

			Despite my worry, I find myself looking forward to tonight. It will be a challenge, thrilling. Suddenly I feel oddly claustrophobic, like Oaks is closing in on me. That’s crazy. The campus is huge. Sure, it is surrounded by a high wall. But there’s nothing about it that should make me feel trapped.

			But all I say is “I better wear sneakier shoes, then. I don’t think stilettos are right for this job.”

			I can handle the risk in what Pearl proposes. It’s the other part I’m not so sure about. But of course I’ll do it. I’ll do it with a smile.

			

			THAT NIGHT WE dress and prepare for the party as usual. We have to put in an appearance or the headmaster might get suspicious. It’s a small school, and if the most important, most popular people aren’t there, people will notice, and talk. Anyway, the plan depends on being extravagantly seen.

			I head to Pearl’s room, but when my hand is on the door I hear her talking to someone inside. Probably Lynx, plotting something against me, so I pause and listen. The voices sound really intense, but they’re talking too low for me to make out the words. One of them suddenly rises sharply, in a commanding tone, and I recognize the voice, but it’s not Lynx.

			It’s my mom.

			What on Earth is she doing on campus? Any why is she with Pearl? I press my ear closer to the door, but the door is unlatched and I accidentally shove it open an inch. The voices inside abruptly cease. A second later a scowling Pearl has flung the door open.

			“What the . . . Oh, it’s you. You’re early.”

			I look past her. “Mom? What are you doing here?”

			She’d been sitting comfortably on Pearl’s bed. Now she uncrosses her legs and runs her fingers carelessly through her short blond hair. “I came to see you of course, darling,” she says lightly.

			“Yes, but why . . .”

			“Though of course Pearl reminded me that the Snow Festival dance is tonight, so I’ll come back another time.” She rises, her usual brisk and efficient self.

			“Okay,” I say, wrapping my arms around her when she comes in for a quick hug, holding on just a little bit longer than she does, as always. I want to ask her more, but she’s already out the door with a backward wave. Poor Mom. She hardly has time to see me. They work her to death at the Center. Well, she pushes herself hard. She has to, I guess. It’s her job to prevent insurrection and rebellion in Eden. Since there’s never been any, I guess she’s good at what she does.

			Still, I wish I could spend more time with her. More than once a week, every Friday night. My mom is the most important thing in the world to me. Mom is the one I love and trust, my touchstone.

			“Pearl,” I ask when Mom is gone, “what were you two talking about?”

			“Oh, just girl stuff,” she says. “Your mom has the best taste. I was going to wear those strappy sandals, but she told me that the silver pumps make my legs look longer.” She models the shoes, stretching out her shapely legs for me to admire. “Oh, and she gave me these earrings. Your mom is so bikking cool.”

			I feel a surge of jealousy. I want Mom to give me advice about my shoes. I want her to give me shiny presents like the green-faceted gems that wink from Pearl’s ears like tiny versions of the Center’s Eye. That’s the kind of stuff moms should do. I mean, she pays a lot of attention to me when I visit, asking about my dreams, my friends, what I do. Making sure I meditate and relax while I’m there. But I’d really like to do girly things with her occasionally. Get a mother-daughter manicure. Shop. We never seem to have time for all that.

			Maybe Mom is planning something really special for me, and she decided she needed my best friend’s help to plan it. Maybe she wants to do something over the next holiday, just her and me. Maybe she needs Pearl’s help planning a surprise. I feel a little shiver of excitement. Yes, that must be it. My birthday is coming up soon, and Mom wants to do something special. Why else would she have gone straight to Pearl when she visited, instead of to her own daughter? When I help Pearl put the finishing touches on her hair, I find I’m in a much better mood.

		

		PEARL PAID THE band to play our favorite song when we walk in, cued by one of our minions who hopes to join our inner circle, though she never will. The campus is decorated with silvery snow made of shimmering metallic nanobots that float and soar around at knee level with their micro engines. They’re so glittering and pretty that they make the real snow look dull and dirty by comparison.

			Pearl looks like an ice sculpture in white-and-silver lace that hugs her body. Her shining, nearly white hair is piled high, with a few tendrils curling over her cheeks. Every eye is on her, but she doesn’t look at anyone in particular, or even seem proud. At most, she looks mildly amused, on the verge of boredom. I hear sighs of envy, a few low, catty remarks.

			I was originally going to wear something fancy, but I modified my festival outfit to be more functional. After all, we might have to run, a thought that evidently doesn’t bother Pearl. I decided on a flippy skirt the color of mercury and thigh-high black boots, with a glimpse of silver tights flashing between. My top is made up entirely of black artificial feathers, smooth and glossy as a raven’s wing. I strut a half step behind Pearl. Any other time I’d be basking in the admiration, but tonight my eyes are on the door.

			The song changes and Hawk is suddenly at my side, stroking the soft feathers on my shoulder. “Hello, beautiful.” Just as I knew he would. Because he is in love, and people in love are so perfectly predictable. So easy to use.

			Everyone is watching Pearl, who has grabbed her man of the week—or hour—and pulled him to a tabletop. She’s gyrating on him, the ice queen showing heat, and even the disapproving Sisters and Brothers can’t tear their eyes away, though they’ll gently tell her to step down at any moment. Just not quite yet. She’s spectacular, and love her or hate her, no one can look away.

			Except for Hawk. He hasn’t even noticed her. Every drop of his attention is on me.

			Perfect.

			I pull him suddenly, almost violently, to me, pressing the length of my body against his. His eyes widen, but a second later he’s kissing me back. I grab his hand, move it where I want it, and it feels so right and so wrong that I’m not really acting when I suddenly shove him away and make a loud sound, part indignant squeal, part frightened scream, that cuts through the music.

			While Hawk looks at me in openmouthed bafflement, I back away, holding out my hands defensively. “How could you?” I wail loudly, and look around for someone, anyone, to help me in my pretend moment of terror. At once, Pearl is at my side.

			“You monster,” she says in a low voice that only those nearest can hear. That’s okay, they’ll spread the gossip lightning-­fast. Pearl throws a protective arm around me. “How could you do that to her?”

			One of the Sisters comes up to us, asking what happened, and Pearl murmurs something into her ear that makes her blush, then stares at Hawk as if he’s a criminal. Hawk looks utterly flabbergasted. “I didn’t . . . ,” he begins, but of course he has no idea what he didn’t do.

			The Sister spreads her arms, the green folds of her robe opening like a macaw’s wing, making a wall between us tender, innocent girls and the crude man who offended me.

			“Please, Sister,” I say weakly, “I’d like to go to the Temple if I may. He made me feel . . . unclean.”

			As we turn to go, I see Brother Birch lay a commanding hand on Hawk’s shoulder and lead him away in the opposite direction. Lynx and Copper join us, and amid the sympathetic clucking of the Sister we are led to the Temple.

			“I must return to the festival to chaperone the others,” she says, and shakes her head sadly. “To think that this could happen in the Oaks, in the very shadow of the Temple! Young men are not what they used to be.”

			I stifle a mocking snort. What could that crabby old virgin know about young men?

			“Will you young ladies be comfortable in the Temple alone? I’m afraid all of the Temple servants are at the festival tonight. Except for the door attendant, of course.”

			Which is exactly what we’d counted on. “I feel very safe here,” I say piously. “As if I’m in the bosom of the Earth.” How we all keep a straight face is beyond me.

			She hems and haws for a bit, until I remind her that the snowfall will begin at any moment. Then, finally, she leaves us alone.

			Pearl looks at me with unabashed admiration. “Worked like a charm!” she says, snapping her fingers. “Did you see the look on Hawk’s face. Poor Hawk.” She pulls a face of mock sympathy. “Do you think he’ll be expelled?”

			“Nah,” Lynx says, watching me narrowly, “just labeled as a sex offender.”

			I laugh along with them, but when I remember the hurt confusion on Hawk’s face I quickly say, “Let’s find the door and get out of here. We want to go before the snow falls and we leave footprints.”

			The main section of the Temple, where worshipers congregate for the short daily masses and the long weekly one, is under a dome of opaque blue that in the sunlight looks like the arch of heaven, but now, just after dusk, resembles an ice cave. Everyday worshipers, those who haven’t devoted themselves to honoring the Earth, like to have a roof over their heads.

			The most sacred spaces in the Temple, though, are open to the sky, roofless courtyards and open starlit rooms. The priests say the Earth can only be properly honored outdoors. When a couple gets married, when a child is born, when an elder passes on to the infinity that awaits after death, they go to the Skyhall. We move there now. It is a room without a roof, open to the sky and the wind and, soon, the snow. Beyond that are several rooms the general public never sees: the inner sanctum of the high priest Brother Birch, and the Chambers of Mysteries, the labyrinth that holds the deepest secrets of our religion.

			We creep into the Skyhall, clustered close, nervous despite our bold fronts. There are rows of benches, polished by the backsides of generations of worshipers. At the far end is the door to the outside. There’s an alcove where a door attendant sits, unseen and silent. Probably asleep, I think. He won’t notice when we sneak into the private chambers. If he happens to look out and see us gone, he’ll think we just went back to the party.

			“What will happen if they catch us?” Copper asks.

			“We’ll tell them Yarrow went mad after her violation and decided to forsake men forever and become a Sister,” Pearl quips. I look at the door that leads to the forbidden rooms. My stomach seems to flip-flop. What on Earth ever made me think I could do this? I want to leave, go back to the Snow Festival and listen to Hawk call me beautiful, even though I don’t care about him. I want everything to be easy and normal and safe.

			Then Pearl asks, “Scared?” in that superior way of hers, and something strengthens inside me. I lift my chin, clench my jaw, and say, “Let’s go.” I surge forward, leading the way.

			

			COPPER, LYNX, AND Pearl pour in after me stifling giggles. “I can’t believe we’re in here,” Copper says as she looks around. “We could get in so much trouble.” She makes the Sign of the Seed.

			I don’t see anything too mystically impressive yet. We’re not in a room, but rather in a long, narrow, curving passageway lit by torches burning some chemical with a vague, strange smell. I’ve only seen an open flame a few times in my life. There’s no wood or coal in Eden. Almost all of our materials are man-made, and not flammable. The torch fire dances hypnotically, casting long shadows down the walls.

			We have no idea of the layout of this place—only Temple priests and priestesses are allowed in—so we split up to search for a door to the outside. Pearl heads in one direction, and Lynx immediately follows her. I turn to go the other way, and Copper hesitates, then follows Lynx.

			I hate to be alone. Without people around I feel empty, flat. Sometimes frightened, though I’d never admit that. It’s okay, I tell myself. They’re close. I’m not really alone.

			Above me, I can just see the first faint stars in the dimming sky. We need a door, and there are plenty of doors along the outer edge, but when I check them they turn out to be the simple cells of the Temple priests, holding nothing more than a bed, a table, a light.

			Finally I come to a door on the inner wall. It has no handle, but when I touch it, it opens on well-oiled hinges. It is a hexagonal room, empty, with a door in each of its six walls. More doors! I choose one, and come to an identical room, also with six doors. I’ve gone through several of these before I realize with panic that I haven’t been keeping track of my turns. I try to retrace my steps but I’m utterly disoriented. If it was daytime maybe I could guess my direction from the sun, but the faint stars of dusk shining through the open roof offer no clue. I’m lost in this honeycomb labyrinth. Every room is the same: empty, with six doors.

			Until, finally, I come to a room that is different.

			It is exactly like the others, except for one thing. In the middle, on a pedestal, is a glass bowl full of dirt.

			I’ve found one of the Chambers of Mysteries.

			No one except the few priests and priestesses initiated into the Mysteries is supposed to see this. Of course, like any unknown, people talk all the time about what the Chambers might hold. The mummified body of Aaron Al-Baz, the creator of Eden and savior of humanity. The coding for the EcoPanopticon, the vast computer program that keeps Eden running.
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