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The Rivers of Eden


 


 


Gleaming monitors displayed DNA recombinance in false-color animation. Adenine, thymine, cytosine and guanine. There was a hypnotic, mechanistic elegance to the rippling strands.


"The four-fold dance flows like the rivers of Eden," said Dr. Sarahbeth Mitchell, her head bowed as was proper.


"Pison, Gihon, Hiddekel, and Euphrates." Elder Joe McNally's voice resonated with a deep East Texas accent. "Each rising from the wellspring of existence. Each flowing into the ocean of life." His fleshy lips slipped into a smile not echoed in the droopy folds around his pale eyes. "Not unlike faith itself."


"Not unlike faith itself," she repeated.


To hell with faith and to hell with McNally. At least she had her work — including the work she concealed from her sponsors. She had often wondered about the wisdom of her decision to join the Davidites in order to avoid the Caliphate, but soon, very soon, her work would make them both history.


The Elder clasped his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels in a imitation of reflectiveness. "Have you ever wondered why we have both faith and free will, Miss Mitchell?"


That was a joke — the only free will left in the world was distributed among those immune to or uninfected by the Tawhid plague. Not to mention that McNally was totally uninterested in the free will of others: his project, dancing there on the screens in front of them, was a new plague, one that would reimprint the temporal lobes, sabotaging the Establishment in favor of the message of Christianity. A complex problem, on a par with the Tawhid plague itself, with the added difficulty of improving the meme-bombs so that they launched imperatives rather than suggestions. McNally's plague of faith was to be reinforced with strong social messages, calling Christians from their underground bunkers and remote compounds in a holy tide of arms controlled by McNally himself.


And making the whole world like this hell where she dwelled, this fundamentalist enclave on the fringes of the New Islamic World Order.


"As a simple woman, it is not given to me to think on questions of religious philosophy," she said.


McNally chuckled. His shiny black shoes moved out of her line of vision as he began to pace the lab. "I didn't mean the masses out there, you know — I meant those like you and me, the ones who can still make decisions. The ones who can change the course of the world."


"I would not presume, Elder." But of course she would. There were plagues and there were plagues, and McNally wasn't the only one who wanted one from her. Her progressive contacts in the Islamic underground outside the compound wanted a plague that attacked the temporal lobes and rewrote the mental software of faith back to a simulacrum of old-fashioned religious free will. Undoing the biological chains of the Tawhid plague and undermining the Establishment, but retaining the power and virtues of faith.


Sarahbeth had other plans. Her plague would do away with them all — the Davidites, the Caliphate, the world as a reflection of God's word. If He existed, surely He had not meant His creation to come to this. Then let people find faith in the light of reason, if it was there to be found. Sarahbeth doubted that very much.


She had developed a modified coronavirus sufficiently distinct from the wild versions to avoid existing immunities, then built on some of the original Lebanese programming from the Tawhid plague for her own work. She had over two thousand strains, all tested in high-resolution emulation of the human body and brain.


Now she needed a human test subject.


The sound of McNally's footsteps stopped behind her as he laid his meaty hands on her shoulders in a gesture which could be interpreted as friendly, but which she knew was not. "With our free will, we are the ones who can act as God's agents," he murmured close to her ear.


Sarahbeth forced herself not to squirm. "In faith, Elder."


On the monitors, gene sequences continued to flow in twinned spiraling streams, the four rivers of Eden transforming into a wavering, particolored snake.


All this Eden needed now was an apple.


 


***


 


Norman Patenaude watched eagerly through the window as Dr. Sarahbeth Mitchell walked across the square of the former Baylor University campus. Her head was meekly lowered as befitted a modest woman, her dark skirt swinging around her calves. She was easily twice his age, but there were few women in the compound as pretty.


Luckily, he was saved from the sinful thoughts teasing him by the ring of the duty phone at his elbow.


"Sons of David," Norman said in English — God's language. "It's a great day in the firm hand of the Lord." Then, in Arabic, "How may I serve you, God willing?"


"Praise be his name," responded the caller, also in Arabic. Norman felt his stomach tighten, in a different way than it had at the sight of Dr. Mitchell. The Davidites were tolerated by the Emirate of Texas and Oklahoma, but that did not change the fact that Norman's parents had been killed during the Establishment Wars, fighting the Muslims in the Battle of Baton Rouge.


The caller switched to English. "Hello Norman. How's the God business today?" It was Billy Mahmoud Finnegail, director of security for the Emirate in Waco. The Caliphate might tolerate the Christian enclaves, but they kept close tabs on them nonetheless.


"Same as ever," Norman said.


"We've had some reports of interesting activity among the Davidites," Billy said casually. "Does the phrase 'Rivers of Eden' mean anything to you?"


If he waited too long before answering, he would give himself away. "No, sir." Bearing false witness was a sin, even unto the enemies of the Lord; nonetheless, he deliberately paused for consideration, as he had been trained during his three years with the Security Deacon before he joined Elder McNally's personal service. "I mean, Genesis 2, I guess. Like in the Koran too." Now pause for puzzlement. "Should it mean something?" He was innocent of incorrect thought or wrongdoing.


Billy laughed. "I was asking you, Norman. Peace."


 


***


 


Sarahbeth sat alone in the unmarried women's refectory, eating a Granny Smith. The crisp flesh of the apple melted on her tongue with a bracing sourness laced with sweet, making her smile. It was almost midnight, and most of the chairs were stacked on the tables. Food banks blinked and hummed along one wall, and the lights were already dimmed.


Another bite, and she found the pip she'd been looking for. A hair-fine filament curled from one end. Sarahbeth dug it out of the apple and slipped it into the mesh covering her hair, tucking back a stray strand in case anyone was watching from the shadows of the refectory.


The familiar current pulsed from her hairnet into her cerebral cortex, gold-bearing complex organic molecules embedded in her glial cells serving as an antenna. The template for the engineered molecules had originally been deposited there by a transient virus. The signal was picked up and routed by the pirate neural chain to a bioprocessor the size of a rice grain, itself a carefully engineered growth-limited cancer introduced by yet another virus. The bioprocessor assembled the signal into sensory inputs, which were then injected into her Wernicke's area and the corresponding regions of her visual cortex.


"My friend," said her handler, an anonymous woman who always wore a burqa. The garb made Sarahbeth want to shudder, but her handlers were able to manipulate her flow of supplies, and so she played along with their wishes. And when it came right down to it, the burqa was less threatening than the hair net and the long skirts she was forced to wear here in McNally's tiny empire.


The language the woman spoke seemed to be English, though with the symbolics of preprocessed speech, that wouldn't have to be the case. Sarahbeth used to fear embedded programming, having her brain hacked, but once she realized that McNally hacked her consciousness on a daily basis without benefit of cutting edge biotech, it had become the lesser of two evils.


Her handler continued. "We have grown concerned about your recent reticence. Inbound resource shipments suggest that matters will soon be resolved. This cannot be tolerated without authorization. If you do not contact us, extreme measures will be taken. In four days, seek an orange with three scars on one end."


The woman flickered and was gone, subsumed into the shadows of the refectory.


Sarahbeth stared at the spot where the image had disappeared. Somehow, her handlers had noticed that she was not playing entirely by their rules, probably by doing pattern analysis on the biologicals coming into the compound. Lately, Elder McNally had been stocking up on culture bases, preparing to go from experimental development to full-scale production. He had clever men responsible for burying the details of her work in a flood of random orders for related genetic feedstock, chemicals, and equipment.


Apparently not clever enough.


Her contacts wanted their plague, and soon. But what would they do if they didn't get it?


She was almost ready; she could promise without delivering, and by the time her own plague hit the streets, it wouldn't matter anymore.


Sarahbeth pulled a Davidite-approved postcard from her bag. With an old-fashioned ink pen, she wrote a note to her sister  — a note that would be read by her handlers as well, who would find hidden meanings in the loops and whorls of her wavering cursive. It was time for a little less reticence.


The rivers are ready to flow, her code said to those with eyes to read it. 


 


***


 


It was hot, even hotter than usual for a summer in Waco. Norman Patenaude was off the phone shift for a change, and despite the heat, he had taken the mail he was supposed to censor out to the grounds to sit beneath a wilting pecan tree. After less than half an hour, he was already beginning to regret it. The high walls around the Davidite compound blocked any hope of a breeze, and the asphalt paths through the grounds softened and stank beneath the summer sun. The limestone walls and red tile roofs of the Spanish revival buildings wavered in the heat. Even the turkey vultures had found a place to hide, while he was here of his own free will, sweat running down his shirt and the nose-tingling stink of traffic hissing by on the other side of the compound wall.


Another dozen postcards, and he would go back inside. Postcards were only allowed to those in good standing with the Deacons — message on one side, address on the other. No envelopes to hide secrets from the Lord or the Security Deacon.


Two requests for interlibrary loans of books Norman had never heard of — Fifth Head of Cerberus and Mysterious America. Both sounded vaguely sinful. He set the cards aside for the Deacon to review.


Three pen-pal notes, each with the discreet green dot of the Outreach Deacon on the bottom left corner — those went into the outgoing bin. No one had yet been converted as a result of the writing campaign, but it gave the children something to do.


A note to someone's sister asking about her health, followed by a verse from Ecclesiastes: "unto the place from whence the rivers come, thither they return again." Norman flipped the card over.


Dr. Sarahbeth Mitchell. One of Elder McNally's "specials."


Norman didn't know what the "Rivers of Eden" project was exactly, but Dr. Mitchell worked on it, and it was important. Finnegail had said the words just yesterday on the phone. The Security Deacon had been mighty upset when Norman reported the brief conversation.


Now Dr. Mitchell was sending a message to the outside, to the unsaved — talking about rivers.


Normally a verse from the Bible wouldn't have set off any alarm bells, but Finnegail had just mentioned the Rivers of Eden project. And now this. Norman knew he should take the card to the Security Deacon, tell him his suspicions, but he couldn't shake off the sight of Dr. Mitchell hurrying across the lawn the other day, meek and proud at the same time. He knew she didn't really believe. She was tolerated because she was special, one of those who did God's work despite her faith instead of because of it. Dr. Mitchell had been some kind of big deal professor before the Final American Establishment, and like a lot of women, she'd been terrified of the burqa, the Shariat, and all the evil stories about the Caliphate.


And now she was inside Elder McNally's walls for life. When the Female Accountability Decree had first been issued, Dr. Mitchell had signed herself over to the Elder's custody, desperate to avoid being forced into an Islamic marriage on the outside. He'd read all about it in her security file.


Norman liked to read the files on pretty women.


If he went to her with the card, would she be grateful? He knew what she would go through if he took it to the Security Deacon. No, he couldn't do that: he'd seen the sadness around her eyes when she was meek. Those lovely eyes didn't need any more occasions for sadness.


He slipped the card in his pocket and went looking for Dr. Mitchell.


 


***


 


Sarahbeth sat on a cedar bench protected from the heat by wild rose and mustang grape vines, contemplating the tailoring of viruses and the unfairness of life. Two decades ago when she'd been in graduate school, work on human subjects was forbidden to American researchers. With no such constraints, Indian and Lebanese biotech had rapidly outstripped that of the U.S. and Europe. Their leading edge technology had created the Tawhid plague in a gray market lab in Aleppo, Syria, and soon it had been exploited by the Caliphate. The Establishment Wars swept the world, the plague creating a sudden army of the faithful, and then came the 30th Amendment to the Constitution and America's joyful accession to the Shariat.


All because some true believers in the Middle East had played around with viral architecture — and no laws had limited their research.


"Dr. Mitchell?" A young man interrupted the useless thoughts, the past that couldn't be changed. At least she had a future to live towards.


She turned her attention to the pale-skinned redhead with the big ears. She'd seen him before, following Elder McNally around.


Sarahbeth bowed her head. "It's Miss Mitchell, sir." She would be dutiful; this close to the end of everything and the beginning of everything else, she must remain obedient.


"I'm not a 'si-sir,'" he stuttered.


She didn't raise her head. "You are a man grown." Although little more than a boy. "I am an unmarried woman. I owe you my obedience. How may I serve you ... sir?" To her chagrin, she couldn't resist that little pause at the end.


His feet shuffled on the pavement in front of her and she heard him gulp. "P-please look up. And call me Norman."


"That would be improper." Women did not look men in the eye when speaking; that had been drilled into her often enough by now.


"Please." He sounded almost desperate. In another time and place, his post-adolescent urgency might have been amusing, even endearing, but here, now, he had McNally's ear.


Making him a loaded gun.


She looked up. "How may I serve you, Norman?"


The young man handed her something — the card to her sister. Her message to her contacts outside who were threatening extreme measures if they didn't hear from her.


If this postcard didn't get sent, her time was running out.


"I'm the mail censor this week," he said, his voice wobbling.


Sarahbeth forced herself to sound amused. "My sister's health is hardly a subject of apostasy."


"No, ma'am, I suppose not. It's just ..."


Repressing the guilt she felt at the gesture, she took Norman's hand in both of hers, glancing around first to be sure they weren't being watched. But the climbing roses and vines to either side protected them, keeping out the hot Central Texas winds and prying, zealot eyes.


She stroked his wrist with her thumb and saw him swallow. Given the way the rank-and-file Davidites were treated, Sarahbeth was willing to bet Norman hadn't been touched by a woman since his mother last hugged him. "What is it you want, Norman?"


"Ma'am, I ... it's the Rivers of Eden, ma'am." His voice tumbled in a squeaky rush. "They know."


Her fingers tightened involuntarily around his hand, and it felt as if the saliva had magically disappeared from her throat. Who were they? She licked her lips. "I'm sure I don't understand ... Norman."


"Ma'am, I know it's a special project, you're working on it, the Security Deacon's furious because Billy Finnegail asked about it, and now you're sending mail about rivers outside right after that and there's been a security breach and there could be all kinds of trouble and I just wanted to see if you were okay." He took a deep breath.


"Norman." She dropped her head again, assuming the aspect of meekness while her grip tightened around his wrist. "I'm afraid." At least that much was true. "I need a man to protect me. What should I do?"


Her own skin crawled at her words, but Norman twitched so hard Sarahbeth wondered if he was close to orgasm. The celibacy imposed on the young Davidite men was a form of slow torture. Of course, women had it worse under their rule, but then, a woman did not have the moral integrity to be her own agent, ever — something on which the Davidites and the Caliphate were in whole-hearted agreement.


Sarahbeth fought back the bitterness she battled constantly just as Norman yanked his hand out of hers, his face red and his breathing heavy. "Ma'am, I can't approve this card, but I ... I can lose it."


At that, he turned, stumbling in his hurry to flee temptation, running off past the draggled row of pecan trees and into the nearest building.
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