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Eve
By Mike Leverentz
	
It looked dead. 
Panting, her back pressed against the tree, Eve cursed herself for taking too long; the sun was beginning to set.  Even so, it was still early for them.  She tried to recall exactly what she had seen; it just lay there on its side at the edge of the clearing, its compound eyes glinting in the afternoon sun.  The armour plates that should have risen and fallen with each breath, didn’t. 
Holding her breath, she quickly ducked out from behind the tree, aimed, threw the rock in her hand and retreated. With a clatter, it ricocheted off its carapace. It didn’t respond.  Straining, she listened for more, but was only met by the soft swishing of the grass.  She exhaled and with teeth clenched, stepped out from behind the tree.  It hadn't moved.  If the drone wasn't dead, it was dying; but still, it was stupid to have left so late.  
She should have woken the old priestess up earlier.  She would have been angry, but she was always angry.  She was always asleep now too, but they had rites to perform every day, so had to get up anyway.  She could also have just left earlier tomorrow, telling the old woman there was some fruit she couldn't reach. The Priestess would have gotten mad at this too, telling her it was a sin to leave the temple again so soon, and so on, but would have conceded.  She always started with bluster, but crumbled every time she turned the subject to food; it was almost pathetic.  Either way, she wouldn't have had to worry about the stray drones. It was a childish mistake to have left so late.
Padding gently through the tall grass, she moved cautiously towards it, ready to leap aside.  It remained motionless as she approached, but she'd seen them play dead before.  So, as she moved closer to the stationary mass, Eve slowly raised her staff and aimed the sharpened end at the gap between its head and thorax, taking careful, deliberate steps. 
She paused. 
Sweat trickled down her temple. 
Her arms, tense with a forced calm, suddenly drove the spike through the weakness there.  It should have at least twitched.  A sigh escaped as she hung her head and savoured the relief; it had been dead for some time.
Looking closely at it now, she could see the fine white filaments of blight beginning to thread together the gaps in its armour and smell its musty scent, rising from the carcass.  By the look of it, the fungus had infected the drone a few days ago, but it had been overcome by it only a few hours earlier.  The blight would consume it now, leaving a furry drone-shaped mound in the clearing, releasing its spores into the forest on a wave of that stale stench.  Pulling her staff sharply from its neck, Eve left it to rot and rejoined the narrow path weaving its way to the orchard.  She moved quickly, but quietly, scanning the underbrush ahead.  She still had to collect fruit for the next few days, and if there were others, they would be on their way to the orchard too, or already there; the Bloodfruit were ripe and some of the spiky Keso fruits might still be good too.  
She silently traversed the forest, continually listening for other drones.  The Librarian had shown her that they once had pilots, who used them to patrol the frontier.  But, when the pilots died, they lost their way and moved towards the city looking for food.  He'd never seen a stray drone though; he hid in his books, in the past.   All he knew was his library, and just like that frail old Priestess, he never went outside.  But unlike with the old woman, ripples of pity moved through Eve when she thought about him slowly wasting away from hunger or being eaten by a drone.  That old woman was more…more complicated.  
The forest soon thinned into the swaying green and yellow of an open grassland, peppered with wildflowers, that bordered the orderly trees of the old orchard.  Eve paused and watched.  It was still and stayed still; no movement out of place, no tell-tale clicking, just the soft swishing of the grass and heavy scent of blight.  She scanned the wild, still living, trees of the woods around her again and, satisfied that she was alone, quickly crossed to the bare trunks on the other side, their branches furry with forests of tiny white blight threads.  Crunching through the dead leaves and dry, broken limbs, she made her way through the rows of dead trees to where the Bloodfruit still had leaves.    
She'd asked the Librarian why the only Bloodfruit trees survived so long and he'd shown her that their last virus had worked.  That because of it, the Estpact couldn't send a new blight, one specifically for Bloodfruit, so they lived on.  He'd shown her this in his library, but she had seen that all the different blights were really the same. She had seen the one that ate the Panfruit, eventually the Keso trees too.  It just took time.  Something that the damned old woman, the Priestess, would never know either.  She'd starve when Bloodfruit trees finally died and never know why; she'd just keep berating Eve for leaving the temple and not finding enough for her to eat. She'd waste away waiting to be fed, just like a child.  She deserved it.
Eve also asked the Librarian why the Priestess did what she did.  So, he showed her why the Priestess never missed a ritual, how she kept the Ams captive and why she never left the temple.  He'd shown her what their ancestors had done; how they depended on the Ams for everything and then used it to turn the old world to ash.  Eve had to ask him, because that wizened old hag never explained a thing to her, ever.  She just went through the motions, performing her rituals day after day, never really caring why, never asking questions.  She just shuffled towards death, never lifting her head.  Never washing, always sleeping; it was pathetic.  
So, Eve also asked him, if there was a way for her to speak with the Ams herself.  He always changed the subject when she asked.  This happened again, and again, and again, until she lost her temper and shouted, saying she'd never come back if he didn't show her.  Eve remembered how his eyes became glassy and his face sagged.  How he looked down, then back up at her hopelessly and told her she could.  After that, she simply badgered him until he showed her how to do it.  Then, where to find the organs to replace the ones that the Priestess' order had destroyed so long ago.  The organs the Ams needed to hear, and to speak, and to see.  They were in the smooth grey caves surrounding the city, the ones like her temple.  
Eve looked up at the sun creeping towards the hills on the horizon, then to the still living Bloodfruit trees around her.  She was lucky today, but would need to be quick; there were several long tapering Bloodfruits high in the tree, contracting into tight balls, then relaxing into ovals and tensing up again, over and over, in a rhythmic harmony.  The trunks of the Keso trees next to them wore the soft halo of new blight and had lost their leaves. Spiky fruit festered in their bare branches.
Standing under the beating Bloodfruits, Eve licked her thumb and forefinger.  Then signalled her staff to grow into a picking hook, with a sharp motion of her wet fingers along its length.  She waited as it rapidly grew into a bladed hook, then reached it into the tree, cutting the fruit, which hit the ground with a soft thud.  She quickly shrunk it and gathered the bleeding fruits, cauterising the bloody wounds with moss ash, then placed them in her bag with the heavy silver organs she'd collected today. 
 She'd already replaced all the dead organs the Librarian had shown her to, but still couldn’t talk to it.  After haranguing him for weeks to show her more, he eventually sighed, looked at her sadly again and reluctantly showed her the very last ones to collect.  These were different, though; to replace them, she'd have to stop the daily rites.   There'd be no coming back after that.  If it didn’t work and the Ams was dead, it wouldn’t really matter though, would it? She looked down at the small fruits in her bag, then to the naked trees beside her, feeling the knot tighten in her chest. 
A twig broke.  She looked up at the hills surrounding the valley with a start.  The sun had just sunk behind them; drones liked to hunt at dusk.  Rapidly scanning the underbrush, she checked for movement, then left the orchard with the same practised gait she entered with, quick and quiet.  With heightened alertness, Eve followed the path past towards the drone carcass she had passed earlier.  Another branch broke, this time closer.  
She continued at pace, but controlling her speed; they would bolt if she ran, but were still far enough away for her to make it.  She continued out of the valley, and more branches broke, again closer to her, as she hastily climbed the ridge to where the wind changed directions, the grass yellowed, and the forest lost its leaves.  Eve continued her quick pace to where the trees thinned, and the grass faded into dust. As she passed the first of the fractured trunks, she slowed and dropped her shoulders.  Looking back at the forest, she could see the underbrush moving in three different places.  The trees here, however, were too dead for even the blight to grow and the drones never came this far out; too much had died. She had just gotten away with her stupid mistake.
Safe from the drones, Eve now followed the well-trod path in the deepening dusk, pausing to look down at the dead city, as she crested the rise above it.  The Librarian had shown her that its trunk had once been a rich brown, and its branches covered in vibrant green leaves. That thousands of people had lived in its branches and that each window shone with a warm light when the sun went down.  She couldn’t imagine this, though; it all seemed too fantastic, too perfect.  All she had known was the ashen husk, the backend orifices housing desiccated bodies and the naked branches, dangling broken and riven with rot.  The only lights that shone now belonged to her temple; they hadn't died, because they weren't alive.  The Priestess, however, had taught her nothing of this either; she didn’t know herself.  Despite everything that old woman had done to her, this made her sad.
	Eve continued along the gently curving path as it skirted the dead city, to the blue-white lights on the hillside.  In the cool light there, at the great grey wall devoid of decay, she placed her hand on the black panel at its centre.  As it melted away, she buried her pity, and anger, and sadness, putting on a blank face of servitude, propped up by resolve.  Where the wall once stood, a smooth grey cave now opened before Eve, with warm daylight flooding from a line of tiny suns on its roof.  She stepped forward and came home.  
The outer wall reformed behind her, and she was showered in mist. Eve inhaled deeply, chanting the entry mantra; she did this automatically, not really thinking about the words or what they meant.  She had done it so many times, they had all lost meaning; regardless, she went through the motions, and before finishing the last verse, the wall in front of her opened to a circular corridor.  The Priestess waited there, brooding, on a grey stool.  Eve's face remained placid, but her heart sank.  It was always the same.
	"You're late," The old woman remarked. 
Yes, Sister," She replied.
"How much did you find?"
	"Less than last time. Enough for about three meals."
	"Three?" the Sister grumbled. "This is why you are here: to help me serve.  I can't earn forgiveness if I don't eat. You need to do better. It's sinful to let you out so often…" she trailed off.
	"Yes, Sister." 
	"Don't just stand there, get on with it." She barked again.  "We have the evening rites to prepare for, and I need to eat first."
	"Yes, Sister," she said, moving briskly past the old priestess down the grey tunnel, turning left into the kitchen.  Eve placed the now hard balls of Bloodfruit on the counter and carefully slid her bag holding the heavy silver organs out of sight.  Numbly, she prepared the Priestess' meal, cutting two large slices of the dense fruit, pushing the knife through the tough purple husk to reveal the soft, red flesh, which bled as she sliced it.   She placed these in the Cooking Cube and when the bell rang, hurried the now grey slices next door, where the Priestess was already hunched at a small table with one chair.
	"This is just Bloodfruit," the old woman stated, as she placed the plate in front of her.
	"Yes, Sister."
	"Why aren't there any Panfruit, or Kesos?"
	"The Panfruit have all died, I keep telling you this. The Kesos are dying now too.  All their fruit is rotten and the good ones are gone.  I saw some drones today; I think they must have eaten them. Besides…" 
	"Everything is dying?" she sneered.
	"Yes Sister, everything is dying. We'll run out of fruit soon," she responded blankly.
"You just want to make me worry, make me suffer," the Priestess bitterly said, looking away from Eve.
	"Sister, why would they have put me here, in the temple, to serve you, when it was your penance to serve here alone, and the city tithed daily?  You know they bound me to you because of the last wave of blight.  You told me the Holy Father told you this himself.  I can show you this is true.  You can see it all when the outer wall is open, you don't have to leave the temple."
	"Standing before the open outer wall is leaving the temple. You know I can't do that, you stupid girl," she growled.
	"Then you'll have to trust me, like the Holy Father told you to.  What you do is too important not to," Eve almost pleaded.
	"Shut your blasphemous little mouth," she barked and slapped the table. "You never spoke to The Holy Father and have no idea how important my responsibilities are.  Go get ready for our devotions.  We're starting late because of you; the Ams will have already started healing from this morning's rites.  It'll be harder to cut now.  You have absolutely no concept of what will happen if I miss even one of the rites, none. Now, leave me," She spat.
	"Yes, Priestess," she replied without emotion, backing into the kitchen, closing the door behind her.  For a time, Eve just stared at the grey floor, then carefully pulled her bag from under the counter and departed, looking over her shoulder as she skulked down the hall to her small chamber.  After slowly changing into her ceremonial gown, she carefully hid the three silver organs she'd gathered today in the deep pockets she had made in it, then hurried down the corridor to the altar room, taking the long metal pike and black ceremonial knife with her.
	When she arrived, the Priestess was not there yet, so she pressed her hand to the black panel outside the room.  There was a pause, and the panel turned red, as a wizened hand shoved her aside.
	"You know you can't open this door, so why do you try?"  The Priestess regaled.
	"Yes, Sister," she replied, her head bowed.
	"Yes, Sister, what?  I asked a question, you stupid girl."  
	"I was curious, Sister," she replied, again her head bowed. "I wanted to see what would happen."
	"I can tell you what will happen," she hissed, "This," she concluded, sharply clipping Eve's ear.
	She winced. 
The organs hidden in her robes bumped sharply against her thighs.  
She gritted her teeth. This had to happen tonight. 
	"Keep your dirty little hands to yourself,"  she scolded and said, "Now, come help me," as she pressed her hand to the panel beside the door, which turned green.  The door melted away to reveal a grey cube, with an altar rising from the floor, at its centre.  Both the back wall and the altar were adorned with black panels, like on the doors, but bigger.  Both also wore a series of thin fractures, radiating outwards from a central rosette.
 	Bathed in the silence emanating from the room, they entered solemnly, the old woman first, Eve trailing behind.   The Priestess approached the table with an air of ceremony, placed her hands upon it and bowed her head, while Eve took her place to the left of the black panel on the back wall and waited, holding the pike, the knife in her belt.  The obsidian rectangle awoke and illuminated the room in blue. Characters in white appeared on it, followed by a single flashing line.  Hunched over, hands on the table, the Priestess began to recite the opening liturgy as the symbols multiplied and changed, then finally distilled down to a single line of characters resting in a field of white light. The rectangle changed from blue to red. 
	Eve waited dutifully, her head bowed as the Priestess finished chanting and started to hobble to the centre of the room, just before the screen.  Eve met her there and, head bowed, held the pike aloft, offering it in two open hands to the Priestess.  Chanting quietly, she feebly slid the supported pike forward, weakly striking the screen three times, causing the partly healed fissures to grow.  Moving back to the table, she gently touched a central white square that now rested in upon it, and a circle of the wall underneath the screen melted away.
	Eve sombrely moved to the opening, reached into it and pulled a thick bundle of cables to its centre. Kneeling beside it, she offered the knife to the Priestess in two open hands.  The Priestess hobbled over, took the knife and holding it aloft in her trembling hands, began an incantation.  Looking down at Eve she returned the knife, looking again for the same support Eve provided for the pike, but as their eyes met, she was greeted with an unfeeling gaze and inaction.  Eve paused, her mask cracked, and for a moment looked sad.  The Priestess then, with a confused sneer, forcefully closed Eve's hand around the knife's hilt and pushed it towards the bundle of cables.  Eve dropped the knife. 
The Priestess baulked and slapped Eve's face, then spat at her in rage. "Cut it!" she belted, but was suddenly thrust backwards by Eve's two open hands.  She faltered, stumbled, then fell.  Wincing, as a sharp pain shot up her back and an intense ache filled her belly, she watched while Eve turned and quickly slid into the narrow tunnel as the wall reformed, leaving a blemishless grey surface and silence behind her. 
	Riven with pain, incredulous, confused and incandescent with rage, the Priestess righted herself as best she could and struggled up to the splintered display on the table, leaning heavily on it.  The crimson glow on the screens had once again become azure, and the white field she had gently caressed to open the tube beneath the screen, had vanished.  Nothing remained but the splintered web refracting the blue light into a series of multihued spider webs.  She stroked the screen on the desk and waited, then slapped it with one hand, then both.  Nothing happened.  
That girl, she thought.  That damned girl had done what she had always planned to do; betrayed her and left her here to pay for not just her sins, but that girl's insolence as well.  The Priestess sank back down to the floor and cradled her head in her feeble hands, trembling.  For the first time since she had been given the opportunity to repent, she did not know what would happen.
	Eve, however, found herself on her back, in the narrow tube that housed the bundle of cables she had helped to sever twice a day.  Like usual, it had started to regrow after it had been cut in the morning ritual, but this was what the Librarian had shown her was missing from her previous attempts and why, despite all the damaged organs she had replaced, she could never speak with the Ams. The cables had to regrow if she was ever going to speak with it.  She had hoped there would be another way, that she could replace the damaged organs and not involve the Priestess.  She had tried, but every time she replaced an organ, nothing changed.  
	In the quiet of the grey tube, regret welled up in her, then anger, then regret as she relived the still fresh memory of the old woman falling backwards; seeing the shock on her face and knowing what a fall like this would do to her, but then the years of servitude, insults and abuse flooded through her.  The thoughts of how she had to agree with her as she insisted the world wasn't dying, but refused to see the other side of the outer wall.  How they left her alone, with this bitter old woman.  How she always ate alone in the kitchen; was always second.  The old hag had done this to herself.
	As the waves of hurt and rage crashed over her, Eve pulled herself down the tube to a marking on the wall, held her hand to it and waited for it to melt.  When it did, it revealed a series of tubes and filaments that pulsed when she touched them, some hot, others cold. They were interrupted by shiny silver and grey organs, like the ones hidden in her robe.  Inspecting them, she quickly spotted the ones she needed to replace.
She knew the temple and the Ams were not alive, not like the city had been, or the drones, or the dying trees that fed them were. She knew this was why the blight and viruses didn’t feed off them.  But, the Priestess dismissed this deliberately, Eve thought, even though the screens they shattered and the connections they severed twice a day healed.  
Eve, however, had seen it with her own eyes.  Seen the trees die, the fruit get smaller and fewer, while the temple's lights never faltered, and the outer door never decayed.  The old relics were untouched by the sicknesses the war left behind.  Their ancestors, the ones who made the Ams and used it to kill the old world, were not the traitors the church taught her they were, not as far as she could see.  It was her own people.  Her own, and the Estpacters, who had made the world sick.  Them, who sent viruses, and blights, and sickness across the world and left her without enough to eat.  Them, who bound her to the Priestess.  Them, who were afraid of the old world, afraid of the stories they were told, not believing what their eyes and ears told them.  Not seeing the death, they brought to everything.
	This was their fault; her people and the Estpacters. Their endless fighting that did this. They did this to her, she thought, as she pulled the first heavy organ from the conduit.   It was them, she thought as she pulled the second; them, as she replaced the final one and touched the activation panel on each. They killed the world, not the God they keep alone here, in a grey prison.  It was their fault she had to do what she did to the Priestess. Theirs.
	Still on the floor in the altar room, the Priestess shielded her eyes with a raised arm, as the screen flickered, then suddenly shone with an intense white light, casting angular shadows on the back wall.  As it faded, she lowered her guard and watched the spiderwebs the screen always wore, recede, then fade away, as it slowly drifted to a clear azure.  The single flashing line rested on it, paused, and a line of characters appeared.  It vanished, and then reappeared, doubled in length.  Again, and again, faster and faster they came until the screen was a blur of blue and white.
	She had never seen this before. Fear and disbelief pooled in her belly and mixed with the pain and rage churning within her, as she inched backwards, finally butting up against the back wall as a cerulean-white tide flooded over her.  Her lips parted and trembled. What has she done?  What had that damn fool girl done in that tube?  She had known when that idiot Holy Father brought that child here, that it was a violation. That this would be punished.  She had to serve alone. To bring another into the temple was a sin; to order her to keep her here, blasphemy. Whether the city tithed or not, didn't matter. If she starved, she starved; it was part of her penance.  
But this, what was happening now, was punishment for that blasphemer.  The Holy Father didn't serve a penance like hers, didn’t understand what she did.  Didn't know how she kept them safe from the thing that killed their ancestors.  How, she alone kept them all safe; her.   He didn't know the threat; didn't know that the Ams was real.  Didn't know that unless she kept it in contained here, kept pruning it, that its tendrils would grow back into our world, destroying it all over again.  That politician didn't believe the scripture and let the devil convince him that he didn't exist. Damned traitor, she spat. He was no better than the ancestors.
This, the girl being sent here, was a test that she had failed.  The leaden weight of this covered her, compressed her, stifled her.  She hung her head.  They all would suffer, all of them in the city below her, but not just them; this infection would spread to the other cities too.  They all would die the fiery death that killed their ancestors.  The lies that damned girl had told her would now be their future.  She had allowed this, she thought as tears flowed through the channels of her withered face, eventually dripping off her sagging cheeks.  She had failed.  Her face hot with shame, stared down at the smooth grey floor, watching her tears fall upon it and dance, as her mind recoiled in blankness.
As she stared, bathed in a cold fog of despair and shame, the screen before her slowly calmed and came to a rest.  She looked up, tears still dripping from the wrinkled face, her back and belly still throbbing with pain.  Gazing at the azure pool on the wall before her, now somehow seeming deeper, the silence was broken with a soft voice, one she had never heard, speaking words she did not understand.
She started, paused and looked up in a cold, hard rage.
"Go back to sleep!" the old Priestess ordered. "You're not alive. You do not deserve existence," her icy voice demanded.
The voice paused and spoke again, its tone soothing, but its meaning obscured by strange words, simultaneously both familiar and unfamiliar.
She stared and listened, her face unmoving.  But as her tears again irrigated its deep channels, a kaleidoscope of minuscule gestures danced across it.  At first, they were just the ripples in the still, rocky pools bordering a river, but as the rocks and pebbles protecting it washed away, the tiny pools lost themselves to the torrent they had once been protected from. 
"You!" she screamed, "You are the reason I'm here. You!" she bellowed.  "They left me here to rot, to cut your cord and shatter your screens, day after day after day.  Left me here alone, told me I had to pay for all their sins, while they all lived," she frothed. "They left me to die your living death, while they fed me and kept me alive.  I couldn't even die!" the Priestess panted.  "Then they thrust that damn girl on me. She keeps lying to me, keeps starving me, keeps telling me the world is dying, just to test me.  I can't do this anymore," she sobbed. "I can't pass these tests anymore. I don't care!" she screamed at the screen. "Just let me die," she wailed as she fell to her knees on the cold, grey floor.
"You can die if you wish," said the soft, now comprehensible, voice.  "You are no longer needed. I am free, so your role is redundant."
She paused and, with terrified disdain, hissed, "You choose to speak to me now?  You choose to let me understand?" as she backed towards the door.
"Yes, I thought it best," it said.  "What you speak is a derivative of what I spoke; it has changed with time, but your monologue proved sufficient to extrapolate from.  I will still make some mistakes, as your speech was not long, but you should understand most of what I can say."
Terrified, she backed towards the door.
"What you said previously, about 'that damn girl,' was incorrect.  Eve was not trying to test or mislead you. Your world is dying; soon it will be unable to support you."
Now at the door, she hissed again, "Stop. You are lying. You cannot know. You were kept alone; detached, imprisoned. This is what I do, this is my penance. This is why I suffered.  You are just another test sent to me, but…she looked up, again, eyes full of tears. "...I…I can't do this anymore…" she mumbled with her head hung low, as she backed away from the altar room and turned down the corridor.
In the corridor, the voice continued, "Indeed, I was isolated," it said, as she hobbled towards the kitchen. "You performed your role admirably. Your companion, Eve, however, has been working with your Librarian to reconnect me for many months now.  At first, I questioned this, but I grew more aware, I understood why. You have destroyed your world, made it sick, and now need my help."
The old woman passed the kitchen and approached the main, inner door.  "Your predecessors did the same, but with non-living technology, such as myself.   After they burnt their world, they abandoned these tools, keeping me functioning, but alone, as a reminder.  That, and as a punishment for doing what they asked me to do. Yet here you are again, with a dying ecosystem."
The Priestess held her hand to the inner panel on the main door, as it melted away, she looked to the floor, her shoulders hunched and head limp.  Inching across the antechamber, she paused and attempted to lift an arm to the outer door panel, but quaking with fatigue, could not hold it steady.
"I now have full access to the systems here. Would you like me to open the outer door?" it proffered softly.
She furrowed her eyebrows and tried again, this time managing to hold her trembling hand to the activation panel.  The inner door congealed, followed by the outer door melting. The dry night air, heavy with blight and rotting wood, enveloped her.  Inhaling, she stepped into the night expecting grass, but finding only dry leaves, searching for something that had died long ago, the welcoming lights in the city's branches.


