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      Wester-Marium Dictionary circa 2000 CE, Antedevolution Period

      POPPET noun pop·pet \ˈpä-pət\

      
        	a doll, usually handmade and cloth

        	beloved child

      

      Examples of POPPET <grandma calls me her poppet>

      Wi-fi-pedia Encyclopedia definition circa 2020 CE, Antedevolution Period

      Poppet: The word poppet is from British English, meaning a small child or doll. In folk traditions, a poppet is a doll that represents a person for casting curses against or to aid that person through magic.

      Other uses: A term expressing love or affection from an elder to a younger person.

      The History of the Devolution and Development of US NOAM

      Textvid by Prof. Venkma of the Academy  de Bellum. Published US NOAM Year 80

      Poppets: Servant biomachines created using the remains of the recent dead, DesLoge Com’s proprietary chemical formula, and biochips programmed with the manual skills required by the consumer. Following the class wars, poppets replaced all manual laborers in the US NOAM economy. Tireless, easy to train and replace, poppet labor revolutionized the modern economy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A MEMORY OR MAYBE A DREAM

          

        

      

    

    
      Little Ellie toddled away from her mother. Happened all the time. Her delighted smile was lost on her mother, who was busy trying to fit in with Auntie Cordelia’s fancy society friends  sitting in their afternoon finery, sipping tea and nibbling the honeyed scones poppets offered. Each woman was attended by her own high-mannered, impeccably dressed poppet servant.

      Ellie didn’t know that Thom, her auntie’s poppet, was nothing more than a chemically reanimated corpse. She was too young to understand. The words “undead” and “zombie” weren’t in her three-year-old vocabulary. For her,  Thom Poppet listened and cared. She thought he loved her.

      “Watch me, Mama! Watch me, Thom!” Ellie squealed her delight as her plump baby legs carried her away from the old ladies and toward the dock. If she jumped in like she had with Mama yesterday, everyone would laugh and pay attention. Yesterday, she’d jumped so well that even Auntie Cordelia clapped. Mama caught her and showed her how to kick and flap her legs to swim. Ellie knew she’d jump in and swim, and everyone would stop talking and watch her.

      She ran to the dock and out onto the wooden planks, white shoes clumping across the graying surface. Driven by the false tides of passing boats, the water lapped at the wooden piers and jetted up between the planks, drawing Ellie’s attention as she stomped on the spouting liquid. The water had been warm yesterday and bright silver like the dome sky, but now, as she peered over the side of the dock, it was a dark steel gray. For a minute, Ellie thought about running up and asking Mama to play with her or lift her into the trees, but she knew that she wouldn’t get her attention that way. Nope, she needed to jump in, even if the water seemed mean today.

      She leaned out over the side, farther, farther, whipping her arms forward and back like her mother showed her. She danced there on the edge, leaning, and laughing.

      “Mama, look!”

      None of the women looked up from their business. Only Thom turned toward her voice. Only her poppet seemed to hear. Her arms wheeled around as the breeze brushed past her cheeks, warm like a kiss.

      “Mama!” She leaned forward more.

      She hit the water not with a splash that would have brought sensible mothers running. Instead, she slid in silent like a knife. For a moment, her flapping arms held her up, then she sank to the bottom, her hands clawing for the surface. She cried out, her open mouth letting water rush down her tiny, gaping throat—a sad ending to a quick life.

      At least it should have been an ending. But strong hands broke the rippled surface of the lake and grabbed for her. Thom’s hands.

      Poppet Thom walked into the lake, lifted her, and walked back to the shore. His shining leather shoes squished with puddled mud, and his trousered legs were tangled up with seaweed. But Mama didn’t see. Thom carried her to a bench and dropped her down, then he wandered back to service.

      Ellie loved him, even if Auntie Cordelia always told her it was like loving a hammer. She loved him and never forgot, though the memory softened until Ellie imagined it was just a dream.
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        Poppet workers for your home … Maxplosive™ guaranteed

        

        DesLoge Com Labs presents the newest version of Poppets™ with safety built in.

        Never again will yesterday’s “zombie” be a worry. Inventor and industrialist Harold DesLoge’s new Poppets™ feature a combination chemical and bioprocessor-based method of revival and control that halts the decomposition of flesh while training it to do whatever needs be done. The old “zombie” aggression is gone, and what remains is loyal, mindless service—the perfect Poppet™ servant.

        For your safety, we inject all modern poppets with our patented Maxplosive™. If triggered, the resulting detonation affects only the head of the nearest poppet, not the goods or environment beyond. Maxplosive™ has been tested on thousands of Poppets™ and is endorsed by the US NOAM government as a solution to the former violence problems in early Poppet™ models.

        The button trigger for the Maxplosive™ is encased in our beautiful Joltlace™ collection. Developed by US NOAM renowned jewelers, our necklaces will keep you safe and enhance any ensemble. Custom-made Joltlaces™ make the perfect anniversary, wedding, or coming-of-age gift. With just a simple push of a button, you and your family are safe from the fears of yesterday.

        Safe, useful, fashionable, and yours.

        Purchase your Poppet™ today from DesLoge Com showrooms near you.
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      “Oh, no. Forgot it again,” Ellie mumbled under her breath as her hands brushed along the bare skin of her naked neck. She had to hurry, or Cordelia would catch her without it.

      She raced up the polished oak stairs to look for her missing Joltlace. Aunt Cordelia expected so much from her now that she’d turned sixteen. So many things to remember and to do. Half the things she should do she didn’t because she couldn’t remember them all. Cordelia usually forgave the small things. Things like dirty rooms and bare feet and uncombed hair had all been at one time or another forgiven, forgotten, and laughed about. But forget ting to wear her Joltlace wasn’t one of them. Aunt Cordelia  had spent many thousands of her billions on one just for Ellie—a precious twinkling sapphire set in platinum and backlit by the soft twinkling glow of a linked kill switch inside the jewel. Just one squeeze, and poppets would fall. Everyone who was anyone had one and wore it with pride. Why did she always forget to wear hers?

      She topped the stairs where her ol’ Thom Poppet dusted, balancing on a personal lift disc hovering ten feet up, near the top of the collection of family portraits that lined the tall curling staircase. The venerable DesLoge ancestors going back to before the War of Devolution, their mouths set in brave sneers and gazes that pierced the air like needles, stood silent judges, always watching. Thom’s spindly-knuckled hands dusted each intricate mahogany frame with the care and patience that only a poppet spends. Ellie knew that her Thom had already spent hours at this job with no break, no rest, or food. A poppet works until the job is done, guaranteed, or your money back. At least that’s what the teach-vids and commercials said. That’s the thing with poppets—they’re just like machines. Though Ellie wasn’t so sure when she looked into Thom’s eyes, brown and soft like syrup, even if they stared off into space all the time.

      “Good morning, Thom,” she said as she slid past him, slowing to try to catch his gaze. She always tried, even though they said poppets can’t see anything that doesn’t relate to their job. Can’t. Won’t. Ellie was never sure what actually dictated their lack of eye contact. She only knew that all poppets wore the same slack-jawed, wide-eyed emptiness like a uniform.

      “Umnnggg.” Thom’s guttural response was the same, no matter who greeted him. They say poppets all sound the same. Maybe someday she and Aunt Cordelia could whip up some kind of chip upgrade to soften the grunts or even allow for some speech—nothing too disturbing or complex. As Cordelia often said, “Poppet brains could only handle so much.”

      Ellie opened her door with a bang and tossed aside the mess of clothes on her bed. She’d tried all of them on that morning while searching for the expensive toy Cordelia had given her. Thom hadn’t been through to clean up yet, thank goodness. Something about Thom handing her a kill switch didn’t sit right.

      “Where is it?” Ellie bit her thumb in concentration as she shifted her personal compad, hoping the Joltlace was underneath, perhaps hidden from last night’s studying. Nope. Where could it be? On her pillow? In her jewelry box? She shuffled through the gold rings and precious jewelry befitting her station in the DesLoge family, all presents from Aunt Cordelia. Still nothing. She gazed around the room, eyes skimming her extensive collection of books. Actual print book antiques that were all hers. Only the heir to the DesLoge fortune could afford that many real paper books. There! The chain glimmered, hanging out of the side of her copy of Golden Treasury of Antedevolutionary American Lit, one of the last print books made before the vidbooks replaced them.

      That’s right, Ellie thought, and grabbed the Joltlace from the book pages. She’d been reading the uplifting lyrics written by the twentieth-century band named Journey. Of course, the song’s streetlight people really referred to the sexual slavery that existed in the twisted free market system of the bad old days before the Devolution. Imagine live women driven to using their bodies as capital. What a horrible time that must have been. Now, the poppets fulfilled that function for society, though people of breeding didn’t openly discuss such things. She imagined someday she’d be let in on the intricacies of the poppet trade, maybe when she took over from Aunt Cordelia as the CEO of DesLoge Com, which wouldn’t be anytime soon.

      Thank goodness for Aunt Cordelia, she thought as she smoothed the chain of the Joltlace between her finger and thumb. She often wondered if she’d ever be ready for the DesLoge mantle of power that Cordelia carried with such grace.

      She pulled the Joltlace over her head and snagged it in her thick brown hair. She jerked it through, but not in time. The soft pop was unmistakable.

      “Forgot your necklace again, child?” Aunt Cordelia’s voice issued from the wall vid unit.

      Caught again. The entirety of her bedroom wall was lit with the larger-than-life face of her loving aunt and benefactor, the formidable Cordelia DesLoge—richest, most powerful woman in the seven zones of US NOAM. The slight crazing of crow’s feet did nothing to diminish the beauty of Aunt Cordelia’s deep blue eyes, harvested just a few weeks before from a poppet of astounding beauty. Like so many ladies of means, Aunt Cordelia could pick and choose replacement features from the finest poppets. The surgeons at Parker Cosmetics, a DesLoge Com partner company, transplanted them without delay. What do poppets need with such beautiful eyes, anyway? Those eyes seemed locked on Ellie with a sharp interest that made her feel five years old again.

      “I can’t keep you safe all the time. What if they turn on us, Ellie? They can be so strong. They’d kill you in a minute, and then what would I do?”

      Ellie turned away to roll her eyes so Cordelia couldn’t see. She straightened up, put on her I’m-a-good-girl face, and said, “Aunt Cordelia, you and the Corporation have made them so dependable. It’s been what…thirty years since the last poppets went rogue?”

      “That’s right, Ellie, but twenty-two people died. You will wear your Joltlace. It’s not negotiable.” Cordelia’s face lost its indulgent softness and stretched into a mask of severity—a visage usually reserved for the most serious company offenders.

      Ellie nodded because she knew a lost cause when she saw one and settled the twinkling remote pendant around her neck. The triangular stone settled into the hollow at the base of her throat, a weight that felt much heavier than it really was. So heavy, because the glittering device sparkling there against her skin could blow Thom’s head off with a simple squeeze.

      “Sorry, Aunt Cordelia,” she said, and she meant it. Aunt Cordelia loved her in her way. Cared for her as her own mother couldn’t. Why was it so hard to remember this one little kindness? What did it cost to wear the necklace if it meant so much to Aunt Cordelia? She’d just have to be careful with it around Thom and the others. More than one loyal poppet had lost its head to the careless squeeze of a Joltlace.

      It bumped with each step as she hurried out of her room. She was expected downstairs to sit with Cordelia as the decisions of the day were ticked off. “Training,” Cordelia called it. Ellie called it torture. She stepped back out onto the landing where Thom Poppet had been. Done with the frames, he’d moved on to the next task of precision and monotony. As Ellie’s feet found the top of the stairs, she noticed his lift disc floating off to the side of the landing in safety mode. Thom squatted mid-staircase, working on the spindles of the banister with lemony oil and slow, studious wipes of his cloth.

      A quick test wouldn’t hurt, would it?

      Ellie pulled the hover disc out and stepped on board, activating it. She took a deep breath and lunged over the staircase edge. The disc carried her swiftly down, each step catching, dropping her weight, then lifting her back up in a jerky tumble down the edges of the risers.

      “Thom!” She screamed as she flew past his crouched, black-suited form. “Thom, save me!”

      She threw her arms out, as if she would fall. Her body bobbled left and right, making it seem as if she might tumble off and down the steps to her death. She shrieked and moaned, trying to get a reaction—any reaction.

      Thom didn’t respond. He kept his pace on the spindles without a twitch.

      She thumped and bumped and screeched as the lift carried her down the last of the steps to the marble foyer and settled her safely on the floor.

      Ellie stepped off and turned back to gauge Thom’s reaction to her near deadly antics.

      None. No reaction. Just the poppet effect. Slack-jawed, unfocused eye, and the occasional drops of drool down a less-programmed poppet’s chin. Exactly what society had told her he was capable of.

      Was she wrong about Thom?

      She turned and moved across the vast marble entry vestibule, where the stairs had spilled her out on the floor. It hadn’t worked this time, but she’d keep trying to get a reaction from him. He’d helped her once. Sometimes, she’d snatch little images of water closing over her head. Thom’s blue, withered hands reaching and lifting her. Could be a dream, but somehow dismissing it like that hurt worse than any rejection from her mother, Juni, or failure with Aunt Cordelia. She glanced back at him, her sweet old

      Thom, and turned into the wider hall.

      Ellie shook her head and smiled as she evaluated her latest attempt to get Thom riled up. The whole “pretending to be in danger” test was something she tried on Thom once in a while. Once she’d lain in the bathtub face down for an hour with a straw as her only source of air. Another time, she’d thrown herself in front of a speeding hover truck, only to have it zip off the track and into a tree. All that work, and Thom had never reacted. He stood by, watching as she thrashed in the water or rolled downstairs. His gaunt face framed in the shadow of a smile that death had frozen on his lips. Blank and full of nothing, just like the textbooks and DesLoge sales vids promised. Only, if he was smarter than what everyone believed, then he had to know that she wasn’t really in danger when she skidded down the stairs on the hover disc. Still, if she did something more dangerous, something really risky, and he didn’t save her, well…better not to think about that. And honestly, if anyone ever figured out that she was baiting a poppet to try to get a reaction outside of what the poppet programming allowed, she’d be a laughingstock. Imagine the DesLoge heir believing her poppet was human? She’d be called crazy or, worse, a Resurrectionist.

      Her cheeks flushed as she imagined the shame she could bring to Cordelia and the DesLoge name. She bit her lip, suddenly ashamed of her own childishness.

      She walked into the formal dining room, where Cordelia perched at the end of the long mahogany table. Her aunt hunched over a glowing compad, punching up a projection that Ellie knew well. A holovid Hobbit with huge blue eyes and a gentle face glowed above the compad in front of Cordelia. The image was a vid page from Antedevolution classic novel, The Hobbit, which was Ellie’s current literature project from the Academy. Cordelia swiped the face of the compad’s screen, turning vid images with dismissive shifts of her elegant white fingers.

      “They have you reading about Hobbits? Hairy-toed little bastards and their smug little green buildings…hovels, really. Why would they have you read a book that is clearly designed to inspire class warfare?” Cordelia waved her vaporarette around for emphasis, leaving foggy tracers in the troposphere. “Haven’t we all had enough of that sort of thing? You know—the horror and the fantasizing?”

      Ellie steeled herself for the morning rant. It was always something. She just needed to listen, let Cordelia make her point, then the lessons would begin. These breakfast meetings were the only time Ellie could count on spending time with her aunt, who would spend the rest of the day on company business either at the factory or with politicians. This was the hardest part of Ellie’s day, but she always looked forward to their time, because it was just for her and no one else.

      Even Ellie’s mother, Juni, didn’t get such loving attention from the DesLoge matriarch. That was okay, though, because Juni had a plan. She worked hard to make Ellie aware and forgiving of Cordelia’s shortcomings, her oddities, and her bitter, controlling methods of rearing her, the next heir. Juni wanted Ellie to manufacture the one thing that would win Cordelia over completely—love. Juni wanted her to pretend the shadow of love for the aunt, who could keep them safe and rich in the enclosed dome of Santelouisa with poppets and parties aplenty. Strangely enough, and in spite of Juni’s clumsy efforts, love perched in Ellie’s heart like a starved baby vulture. She did love Cordelia—oddities and all.

      “Ellie? Where did your mind go just then? I declare, you are worse than the poppets, and they’re brain dead. I was saying, before you disappeared into that pit of a brain, why would that school of yours teach such unnecessary things? This world needs no more fantasies written or read. Death to fantasy and horror. Their time is done. Have you not looked around you, silly girl? My money keeps you and Juni safe, but outside the dome, there’s horror aplenty. People starve. People fight and die and suffer. People are poor out in the wilds. Thank the Lord that my Harold took his money out of that damned market before the crash, and thank goodness he created the poppets.”

      It was a prayer Ellie had heard once or twice before.

      She nodded and gave her aunt a bright smile as she pulled out a chair next to her. She reached for the compad to scan the DesLoge Com production reports with its endless numbers describing the trade in poppets and all the effects of the DesLoge Com empire’s proprietary treasure. As she scanned, Cordelia waxed poetic about dear Harold DesLoge. Ellie knew the story by heart. Brave, prophetic Uncle Harold saw the writing on the wall. He rid himself of all stock in blue chip Dow-traded corporations. He invested in the new medicines—tonics that restored dying organs, revitalized decaying limbs, and eventually raised the dead from their graves. Just the freshly dead, mind you. Fresh because spoiled things, things with more bone than flesh, hadn’t the muscle or will to get up out of their lead-lined beds.

      Harold, according to the history books and Aunt

      Cordelia, ushered in a new age. After several years of testing, positioning, quietly building legislation to protect himself, his product, and the profitable living to be made from raising the dead, he introduced the drugs first to the military, because he was a patriot. Of course, Ellie suspected the truckloads of gold the military paid him hadn’t hurt. After a year of the military being purged and replaced by poppets, Harold began marketing his formula, in a weakened version, to regular people.

      Ellie pulled closer to the table and glanced at the compad report her aunt sent her. She pretended that the scrolling figures of world domination through rising sales impressed her, as Aunt Cordelia wanted them to. She nodded in the appropriate pauses during her aunt’s morning lecture about poppet supply and demand. But Ellie’s mind couldn’t stay focused on the business of DesLoge Com; instead her thoughts wandered back into the history of the family’s great gift to humanity—the creation of poppets.

      Because Ellie had Aunt Cordelia to tell her about it, she knew the whole history. At first, it had been a slaughter. Families, shocked at the loss of their loved ones’ souls or any semblance of a personality, turned in their poppets to the authorities for removal, destruction, anything that would keep dear old dad from trying to strip skin off of junior or chew on Grandma’s face. The government had rounded them up by the thousands into pens for destruction—a bolt shot through the brain just like they did with cattle at slaughterhouses. Good old Harold had been on hand for the first round of executions. Brutal, he’d called them. He’d shed tears over the waste of his creations. So he went back to the drawing board. After adjusting the chemical recipe, the first mass-consumption poppets were born.

      Tick, tick, tick—Aunt Cordelia’s lacquered nails rapped a smart rhythm on the glossy tabletop, jerking Ellie back to the figures at hand. She quickly rescanned them for the upcoming quiz that happened every day over breakfast in the DesLoge mansion. A quiz she never seemed to pass.

      “What is DesLoge Com’s standing today?” Cordelia leaned back in her chair, bright blue eyes gazing right through her.

      Ellie slid her fingers across the screen’s surface, flipping through files and digital sales reports, scanning for the information she’d been trained to find.

      “Hmmm… sales are up in the blue sector by forty percent. We are not meeting demand for mine poppets. House poppet sales down by twelve percent.”

      “Why is that?”

      Ellie shook her head and flipped through the stack of reports from the seven regions’ managers, people who expected her to understand this complex business with only a pass of her eyes and a few seconds’ thought the way Cordelia could.

      “So…maybe people have enough house poppets right now?” Probably a wrong answer, but she had to say something. Silence is weakness.

      Cordelia pressed her lips together in a thin pink line.

      Ellie had guessed wrong. She always guessed wrong. “Sorry, Aunt Cordelia.” Ellie closed the reports and pushed them aside. She lifted the delicate china cup, filled with Citrocon tea, a poppet-grown product from the Geolina Region, and sipped.

      Understanding the tea, produced on poppet-laboring plantations, was piffle knowledge. “Piffle and puff,” Cordelia would say. Knowing where a product was from or which region produced it was a start but knowing how to predict the need for the product or how much poppets could produce or knowing the ins and outs of managing that district and the six others that made up the DesLoge commercial empire—that wasn’t any piffle.

      “Maybe I just don’t have a head for business like you.”

      “Nonsense, dear. You are a sixteen-year-old with a head full of fluff and flowers. You will grow into it.” Cordelia lifted her own cup to her lips and took a sip. She lowered it and folded her hands into a graceful nest.

      Most women, Juni had often told her, show their age in their hands. But Cordelia’s looked ageless and vibrant, even though she was over one hundred years old. Her silky skin lay plump on her bones in a way that only the Plastiques and injections of the best Parker Com preservationists could achieve. She was like the Mona Lisa or the Monroe on a Subway Grate—timeless.

      “Someday, you will make a fine CEO. For now, you make a fine schoolgirl and a lovely niece. Come and kiss me before you fly away, little Ellie Bird.”

      Ellie smiled, set aside her tea, and gave her aunt a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll try harder next time.”

      “I know you will, sweet.” Her aunt waved her away with a smile that warmed her icy eyes and turned back to the scrolling reports. Moments of love were fleeting in the DesLoge house. Best to grab them and tuck them away in her heart, since someday she’d need to be the heartless bitch that Cordelia had become after Harold’s sad and untimely death. That was the plan, anyway.

      “Auntie, I’m going into the kitchen. Do you need anything?”

      “Now, my silly bird,” Cordelia said, her bright blue eyes never leaving the sums and figures she studied, “if I needed anything, Thom would get it. Yes?”

      Ellie nodded and smiled but still rose to get her own food from the kitchen. She’d lived in the DesLoge mansion for most of her life but knew she didn’t really belong. Her mother, Juni, had told her she’d be out on her butt if she made even the smallest mistake. Ellie didn’t know what it was, but she knew that Juni had made some mistake since she was and disinherited. Ellie was Juni’s best hope, and she never let her forget it.

      Ellie walked from the wide archway of the dining room past Thom, who’d finished his spindle wiping and halted, stiff-bodied and waiting for orders next to the kitchen door. She patted his cold hand as she walked past. Even though he didn’t respond, he was always her Thom. The kitchen door swung open, revealing the bright white everything within—wide counters, brightly lit cabinets stacked with bone phosphorescent china, shining appliances, and a staff of cooking poppets that any family of means would be proud of.

      She walked to the cooler to dig out a crumpet and juice, staying out of the way of the busy kitchen staff. Baking, rolling, chopping, cleaning—all jobs once worked by illegals from other nations or the desperately poor—now taken by poppets. Families did well selling their skilled dead. Maybe Uncle was a machine mechanic, and on the corpse market he’d fetch a small fortune. He could do the work even without his higher thought centers, because after a lifetime of working on machines, the abilities had become rote.

      After Uncle Harold was killed by a poppet whose control formula had failed, the company scrambled for solutions. First, poppets were treated with formulas that woke them to their poppet life. Processors injected into their frontal lobes directed non-muscle memory and contained programmed actions not part of a poppet’s former life skills. Thom, Ellie’s poppet, was an old white-skinned banker who had pissed off Uncle Harold by not investing in DesLoge Com. He’d announced publicly that he thought poppets were unseemly, against the intentions of the creator and other such nonsense.

      When Thom died, his family had sold him for a huge amount to pay off the debt he left after the market’s crash. Harold’s treatment of Thom had been gleefully cruel—beatings and taunting mostly. After Harold died, Cordelia repurposed him as the butler because of his refined walk and agreeable features. His years as a banker to the rich had set his face in such a way that it seemed like he smiled gently. Ellie never hit Thom like Aunt Cordelia did. His quirky face made her feel welcome in the fortress mansion that Harold’s peculiar institution had created.

      Back in the beginning, they’d called poppets like Thom zombies, but no more. The Z word was the newest never-say, soap-in-the-mouth, dirty word. Don’t call a poppet a zombie because zombies ate people. Zombies were shambling, bumbling, cartoon monsters and, really, sympathetic. No one wanted to sympathize with the poppets, because then…well, everything everyone knew would be upside down. The duty of every citizen of US NOAM was to understand their place, preserve their way of life, and protect the dome cities. That included treating poppets as what they were—reanimated, empty-headed dead servants. The name “poppet” had been Aunt Cordelia’s genius. A harmless sweet name. A name that denoted the place of the servant dead in the new republic. Poppets—small and useful items, like the dollies of old they were named for. The name represented the new creature’s lack of status and rights.

      Thom shuffled in with a tray full of freshly cut fruit.

      Beautifully cut little roses and tiny ships with floating hummingbirds suspended on tiny, edible hover discs painted their color of the ruby bellies. One of the kitchen poppets had in life been a famous chef. She wondered how Cordelia had acquired him. If his family had sold him, they certainly hadn’t needed to. His fortune massed for years after his death due to sales of books, spices, and the pots and pans that bore his name. Ellie suspected instead that Cordelia had paid the Grave Hawkers to rob his grave. What family, even one with such wealth, would ever begrudge Cordelia DesLoge a world-class chef?

      Em, as Cordelia called him, was a genius in the kitchen. Em’s particular talent—cooking, slicing, prepping—kept him in constant reach of things that, if the chemical cocktail that kept him from wanting to crack open your skull failed, he’d be a knife wielding maniac. Hence, Joltlaces.

      Her family legacy. Harold watched his wealth, his empire of poppets grow from a fad—Own your own personal poppet! Be the envy of the neighborhood!—to a full-blown economic sector responsible for most of the economy, either through production, sales, or what the poppets themselves produced.

      Ellie walked back into the dining room to eat her crumpet. She bowed her head for a moment.

      “Bless Uncle Harold.” Ellie prayed this because she believed it. It had been taught to her and every other dome-safe child in the world, and it was true. She owed everything, her life and her safety, to him. To him and Aunt Cordelia. “He saves me every day, and so do you, Auntie.”

      Cordelia nodded, a satisfied jerk, then lightly punched the buttons on her compad. A smile flitted across her aunt’s features, and Ellie knew she’d gotten through to her, just for a moment. She smiled back and chewed her crumpet. Thom wandered in with light steps, carrying her book bag in his hands as Cordelia had ordered.

      Ellie took the bag, gulped the last of her juice, slung the bag across her shoulders, and leaned in to peck Thom on the cheek. “Thank you, Thom.” Damn it, she thought.

      If she could smack herself for being stupid in front of her aunt, she would. And then go back and take away that kiss. Cordelia had tolerated her loving actions toward Thom when she was a kid, but now? Her aunt’s face hardened and erupted into a sharp poisonous scowl of bright, squared teeth and perfectly plumped lips.

      “Ridiculous. Why would you do such a thing?” Cordelia pushed herself up out of her chair, her tiny body seeming so much bigger when she raged. She ticked her well-shod feet across the floor. “Thom is just a creature. A machine, at best. He is not aware of your esteem. He does what his chip tells him to do. What I programmed him to do.”

      “He’s just meat driven by wires and chemicals. He’s not even as important as a lump of meat.”

      Aunt Cordelia whipped her hand back and made to slap Thom once again, but Ellie moved between them, took Cordelia’s hand in hers, and squeezed it. In the corner of her eye, she thought for a second that she saw Thom take a step back, but that was ridiculous. Poppet or not, Ellie couldn’t believe it was okay to hurt him. He was her family.

      She shook her head. Good thing she hadn’t said that out loud. No matter how she felt about him, she couldn’t let Cordelia see because she’d be ashamed. Ellie didn’t ever want to be a source of shame for her family. Family meant everything, and Cordelia was the most consistent, involved family she had. Her approval, her love, meant more than any inheritance. That’s why she had to get this right. Thom  was just a poppet. Just a revived machine.

      “Yes, Auntie. Meat. I just forget sometimes. I won’t do it again.” Ellie switched her book bag onto the shoulder closer to Cordelia, as if it could shield them from her wrath. “I need to get to school.”

      “I’m serious, Ellie. You have to grow up. They are products. We sell poppets.”

      “Yes, of course, Aunt Cordelia,” she nodded. She hoped her eyes would open wide enough, be earnest enough to convince her aunt that she took her seriously. “I’ll try to remember better.”

      Thom glided away as Cordelia allowed Ellie to hug her lightly. The clouds of anger lifted from her face, and Ellie felt she could go. Thom walked her to the door, held the door open, handed her a jacket, and waited for her to walk out, down the steps, and into the waiting autocar.

      Ellie stepped into the autocar, shut the door, and ordered it to drive to the Academy de Bellum. As she pulled away, she stared back at Thom, who stood stone solid in the doorway, still, and waiting for instruction. He would be waiting there when she got back. Ellie laced her fingers together to control her urge to wave goodbye to Thom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DOCUMENT 2: FROM THE SANTELOUISA VID GAZETTE

          

          HB 8652B US NOAM PASSES. PRO-EARTHERS REJOICE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The debate between burial and cremation is finally over as the Senate passed the “Body and Soul” law. Pro-earthers have long held that bodily cremation is tantamount to treason. They reason is that once a soul has left the body, after medical and brain deaths have been declared, a citizen’s body becomes the property of US NOAM to use for poppet labor or as soldiers. This view was considered radical a few years ago, but as the border wars continue, the need for labor is undiminished.

        Polls show most US NOAM citizens support the sale of deceased family member’s remains to supplement their incomes or support the state. The latest trend is to will yourself specifically to whatever portion of the economy you imagine your body best suited for. Counselors and post-life planners are available to help for a small fee from DesLoge Com.

        Pro-ashers fought the bill, believing that the dying should have the choice to give their bodies to DesLoge Com for repurposing or to cremate their remains. Some have argued for religious reasons, for their preferences, and as citizens and taxpayers, they should be able to choose whether to give their bodies over to being poppets.

        The recently passed “Body and Soul” law now prohibits the destruction of remains. Families may still choose to bury relatives with the understanding that for the good of the state, DesLoge Com may claim remains at any time, even during funerals, ceremonies, wakes, or lay-ins. This precedent was crafted in response to one family’s attempt to block collection of their deceased by holding a prolonged lay-in with the intent to keep the collection agents out until the remains spoiled. US NOAM marshals, along with Grave Hawkers according to some witness reports, did intervene, though the resulting firefight offered the state the opportunity to collect more deceased for border skirmish repurposing.
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      Ellie climbed the white marble steps leading to the Academy de Bellum’s main hall—a rough-hewn stone castle with turrets and climbing ivy. Antedevolution and made to last. Dusty, but it was a dust with generations of breeding. The moneyed and the name-bearing kids of Santelouisa learned from the greatest minds and rubbed elbows with the right people. Ellie never felt like she really belonged, though her name, DesLoge, seemed to be emblazoned in every other hall’s marble marker or bronze plaque.

      Take, for example, her first class. Literature of the Antedevolution, the literary history of the time before poppets, most interested her. But beautiful Joceylin Parker and her tribe of silky-skinned socialite harpies talked over the vid lectures. Yes, they talked to her, but they only did that because of who she was—DesLoge. Being the future queen of the poppet empire made making friends, real friends, nearly impossible. When Joceylin talked to her, she was trying to win her over. She felt like some prize pony for Joceylin’s stable. Ellie tried to be nice, but the harder Joceylin pushed, the less she wanted to have anything to do with her. Why did she need her so badly? Joceylin was literally the most popular girl in the school. Couldn’t she just be happy with that?

      Cordelia’s eyes had flashed when Ellie told her of Joceylin’s constant pursuit. She’d said, “You will have to deal with her and her horrible father soon enough. Keep it courteous and distant. Arm’s length at all times, or else you’ll wind up bleeding, my girl.”

      Cordelia didn’t say such things lightly. So since then, Ellie did as she’d been told. Avoided, obscured, smiled, and walked away. But Joceylin wasn’t one to give up. Even as she walked toward her next class, Ellie felt an approaching wake as if the wave of blonde ambition were a palpable thing. She turned down the hall of cubby lockers to escape, weaving through the crowds of uniformed scholars punctuated by the occasional poppet mopping, shining, carrying—all wearing the bibbed uniform of the Academy de Bellum poppet staff. Since some of the students were, like Ellie, prone to forget their Joltlaces, the walls of the Academy sported a blue glowing glassed-in switch every ten feet. Ellie shook her head as she walked past one of the small poppets, perhaps in life a nine-year-old who’d died of some fever or wasting disease in the wilds. The bowl-cut, freckled poppet scrubbed the marble floor on his knobby knees. The school had at least 40 of these small poppets. Maybe they preferred the smalls because they were less threatening? Ellie found them distasteful. Who wanted to be reminded that children die in this age of wonders? Not her.

      “Hey, Ellie!” Sasha gave her a quick wave from across the marble-floored hall. Sasha, as Ellie’s formal “bestie,” should have offered the formal arm clasp and greeting that acknowledged their status and duties to each other, but they’d long ago become real best friends and stopped with the pantomime. “How’d history go?”

      “Same as usual. I’m going to fail my tribunals because of Joceylin’s silly mouth.”

      “Whose silly mouth?” A deep, confident voice whispered just behind Ellie’s ear. Natan, Sasha’s brother and Ellie’s beau, stepped around and bowed to them both. He was a perfect reflection of Devolution courtesy. Always following the traditions. Always so gallant to Ellie, though she often caught his eye on other girls when he thought she wasn’t looking. She worked hard not to let the jealousy get to her. It’s not like they had signed a marriage pre-contract. She should be grateful that he was interested in her at all. With his athletic body—muscled from years of cricket, baseball, rugby, and poppet-polo—his blue eyes so deep like wet velvet, and his dark brown hair, soft, and naturally side-swept. It was shocking that the most gorgeous of the society boys at Academy de Bellum was interested in her, but he was. Aunt Cordelia thought it a good match, though she often grumbled about his motives—that his family sought connection to DesLoge wealth and DesLoge power. Behind closed doors, Cordelia talked often about how Ellie would always have to guard herself against her potential mates, no matter who they were.

      Natan leaned in, grabbed Ellie’s hand, and pressed it to his soft lips, a moist warmth crept up her arm and into her cheeks. “Ellie, you look beautiful today. Now, what’s this Joceylin problem you have?”

      “Nothing.” Ellie shifted from foot to foot. Squirminess, her comportment teacher would call it. And unladylike. She straightened up her shoulders to equal Natan’s perpetually perfect posture. “Well, she’s just always talking. She’s so full of herself and bossy. I can’t even hear the vid when she gets going in class.”

      Natan looked to his sister for a moment, then shrugged. “Say something to the Proctor Principal. She’ll listen to you. I mean, you are Ellie DesLoge,” Sasha said, her coppery red hair wound partially in braids around her head, while the rest snaked down her long back into a loose stream. Sasha opened her cubby locker and stepped in, switching books and freshening up her face with a quick Plastique spray. Ellie stepped in and sat on the cushioned bench near the bay window. She had a cubby locker of her own, the most spacious one at Academy de Bellum, but she didn’t go often. Seemed silly to use all that space for a few lab supplies and a printer, so she just stashed her things here with Sasha’s stuff. Jule stood near the bay window holding Sasha’s cloak and bag from the morning. Ellie couldn’t stand that Sasha left Jule waiting in her cubby all day. It seemed cruel to make her stand there, holding her things like a fleshy coat rack. But Sasha had no problem letting her poppet wait. Ellie couldn’t imagine doing the same to Thom, dragging him all the way down here just to stand like some bit of furniture.

      Jule was Sasha’s personal poppet, a young blond with thin arms and legs but beautiful long hair. Quite an expensive poppet to own. Sasha had once told her, not in a braggy way, that Jule had been a supermodel in the Antedevolution days. She’d died of cancer. The silly things people died of in the old times never ceased to amaze. So, when Jule died, they cryo-froze her and kept her in case of a cure. Well, the cure for cancer came, but there’s not a cure for dead. Sasha had revived Jule as a personal maid. Quite a step down, but Jule didn’t know it. Ellie always thought that their loss of higher thought was a blessing, especially when she watched how Sasha treated Jule sometimes.

      She turned away from Sasha and Jule, back toward the door and her handsome beau. He’d waited so patiently for her to attend him, she tried to involve him in the discussion. “What do you think I should do about Joceylin, Natan?”

      Natan nodded agreeably like he was really considering all she’d said, but his eyes shifted toward the guys clustered down the hall—his baseball team. He leaned toward them like wheat in the wind. “She can be a pain. Maybe old Proctor can get her to shut up. Or maybe we can put some Plastique in her food and freeze her tongue, eh sis?”

      Sasha smiled and waved the bottle of Plastique menacingly in the air.

      “Oh Natan, cut it out.” Ellie gave him a playful shove toward the guys he clearly wanted to go talk to. “You should go to your team. They’re waiting for you.”

      With a smile, he bowed deeply from the waist and turned in such a fluid movement that he might have been dancing.

      Ellie watched him walk away, her heart still racing. It still felt so unreal that he was her beau. If all went well, he’d be hers forever, joining the DesLoge and the Parker fortunes and families. It made her nervous to think about that part of her life, so mapped out and appropriate. Sometimes, it frightened her how pat her future seemed. Any girl would feel honored, even blessed, to have such wonders in her future. To be the head of the greatest industry, bringing the comforts and benefits of poppet labor to the world. Then to marry one of the heirs of the next greatest industry, Parker Plastiques, which had the potential to extend lives and youth for near ever. Their future was so bright. Why did it make her stomach turn inside out when she thought about it? They were at least a few years from any formal engagement. No sense letting her nervous- ness overwhelm her. Ellie rolled her shoulders, willing the weight she felt there to tumble away. She glanced at her bestie. Sasha never struggled with her place in the world the way Ellie did. She seemed ready to eat up any banquet thrown her way and then ask for seconds.

      If only she could be more like Sasha.

      Sasha leaned in toward a mirror, patting the sides of her face. Though she was one of the better-looking girls at the Academy, Sasha’s natural cheeks bothered her.

      “Blubber,” she said, pinching and twisting them.

      They weren’t that bad, but Ellie couldn’t convince Sasha of that, no matter what she said. Her slightly floppy cheeks were weak spots on an otherwise lovely facade, as she liked to say, fashioned by daddy—the leading esthetician doc in all of US NOAM. Dr. Parker’s Plastiques line revolutionized aging. Stopped it. It really wasn’t designed to be used on young skin, but since Sasha’s daddy didn’t have time for her cheeks right now, Sasha used a few drops of bottled Parker magic here and there. Sasha dabbed the Tighten Plastique on her face, then started grabbing the things she needed.

      “Well, are you going to say something about Joceylin?” As she moved about the cubby, Sasha’s cheeks perked  up tighter than the beauty sales girls on the vids. Glamour in a bottle, and Sasha had all she wanted.

      “I don’t think so. Proctor will listen to the poor little rich girl with a wing and a street and everything you can imagine named after her. I don’t want to use my family name, I mean…I hate that,” Ellie said, leaning on the door frame and watching Joceylin hold court in the hallway. The tiny terror, Sasha called her. Blonde, beautiful, and bossy in a way that every boy loved and every girl hated. Every move that girl made was calculated and weighed for maximum impact.

      Sasha stepped out of the cubby into the hall. She turned back and said, “Want to go shopping today? I’ll have Jule get an autocar for us.”

      Ellie nodded, walking out into the hall behind her. Why not? Cordelia would approve. Sasha was both an appropriate acquaintance and a good friend. The only one she had when she really thought of it. Everyone else at the Academy liked her only for her name and her power. What a pain. Constant butt kissing, her mother called it on her infrequent visits and in between her social soirées. Mother told her to enjoy it. Power opened doors and created opportunities for her. But Ellie always felt uncomfortable when people fawned over her. Sasha was different. Sure, she wasn’t the future CEO of DesLoge Com Poppets, but she was financially independent, future CEO of Parker Plastiques, if her father had any say. She lived in her own mansion on her own hill, and much to Ellie’s relief, she was real. Sasha laughed with her mouth open. Sometimes she dropped food on her shirt. She openly gawked at the cute boys and blushed when they gawked back. She made Ellie feel like a real person, not just an idea of her mother’s or the heir of the empire. It was good to have a friend.

      “Shopping, huh? Sounds like fun,” Ellie said. As she looked up, she wished she could suck those words right back into her mouth. Joceylin stood there, a few cubbies down, clearly listening in. Their eyes caught each other for a long few seconds, then Joceylin flicked her hair over her shoulders.

      “Are you going to Lord’s Mall?” She and her hangers-on were arrayed in near-perfect wedge formation behind her. “We could meet you there. You know, make it a girls’ day.”

      Her eyes were eager and wide, her gaze shifting between Sasha’s and Ellie’s.

      Sasha shook her head, upper lip curling slightly. Just enough to let Joceylin know what she thought. “Sorry, Joceylin. We’ve got a private fitting. Not enough room for you all. Maybe next time.”

      Joceylin’s shoulders tightened but quickly relaxed. A hardness settled between her eyes, even as she smiled sweetly and stepped back. “Oh sure, Sasha. We’ll try some other time.”

      Joceylin stepped away, and her ladies-in-waiting folded her into their embrace. Whispers of “bitch” and “snotty” and “stuck-up” reached Ellie’s ears, even as Sasha pulled her in the opposite direction.

      “Don’t let it get to you, Ellie. Seriously, she’s a shit. All she’d do is brag to us all day about her father’s connections to Cordelia and his money, then brag to the school about being better than us tomorrow. Let’s just remove the middle-man, shall we. Let’s go straight to bitch and let it go.” She linked her arm in Ellie’s and laughed at her own joke.

      They made their way to class. Devolution History. Not her favorite. Might as well be called DesLoge Com history. They walked into the high-ceilinged white classroom, where students sat in bunches, gossiping and rolling their eyes as she passed. Joceylin and one of her cronies, Alys maybe or Betrix—so hard to keep track of Joceylin’s court of cattiness—muttered and flipped her hair in a pretty dismissal as she approached. Such disdain, just like the sudden intense worship that happened on occasion, came with having the name DesLoge. Though it bothered her to have these people saying things, thinking things about her, she straightened up her shoulders and walked with the measured grace that Mrs. Ambrose’s careful comportment training had lent her. She settled into her seat between Sasha and Natan, who was fully engrossed in a description of a recent dome defense from Josep, a dome defense colonel’s young nephew. Ellie nodded greetings to both, then turned back to Sasha.

      “Mmmm, Doc Vinkma is actually here today.” Sasha sneered and slid into a padded desk and clipped her compad into the holoscreen.

      “Yeah, that’s different,” Ellie said. She cued up the note file on her compad.

      Vinkma flicked on the holovid and turned toward the class. “Today, we will review the institution and it’s creation. Please clip in your vids for note transmission.”

      Ellie groaned. The “institution” was how polite people referred to the economy, lifestyle, and culture that grew up around poppets. The history of the DesLoge family wrapped around everything they were learning. Honestly, it embarrassed her every time her teachers brought it up.

      Dr. Vinkma began her lecture with a wave of her arm, as if she could draw them back with her into the Antedevolutionary past. “It was only 150 years ago that the Worker War erupted. The stock market crashed and never recovered. Debt, poor governance, democracy, regulations on the companies, and the general laziness of the working class all contributed. Workers rioted, attacked rich neighborhoods, and kidnapped the wealthy in their rage at being laid off from those failing companies.”

      Ellie imagined the brutish working class, smeared in filth, toppling the profit margins and destroying the delicate Antedevolution economic system. The attacking workers and soldiers were vital to the economy, but they demanded terrible concessions. Limited workdays, days off, vacations, high wages, something called insurance. How stupid were they? They destroyed their own livelihoods with their demands. Did they think that the producers would just allow their attacks? Roll over like some dairy cow waiting to be milked?

      Dr. Vinkma continued, peering out under her fashionably bushy eyebrows, “The workers and the soldiers of the United States of America joined together against the producers, the companies and the wealthy—against the very backbone of the economic system. Their attacks were brutal. They used chemicals that killed children in their beds and bombs to scorch the skies. In nearly every gated community of the old America, there were battles and attacks on good, hard-working company owners, doctors, and the like. No one was safe from their terrorism.”

      Ellie felt color rise in her cheeks. She used to be proud of this history, but the more she heard it, the more it sounded hollow in her ears. Especially since when she asked Aunt Cordelia questions, and Cordelia answered with laughter. With a curt dismissal, Cordelia had told her to learn the difference between the true history of Uncle Harold and the US NOAM patriotic tripe that teachers and holovids served up on silver spoons. She’d been shocked by her aunt’s flip attitude, but quickly learned that this attitude really reflected Ellie’s position; that she’d need to look beyond what the common story was. This was a lesson in subtext and diversions. Harold did all the things that the vids preached. It’s just that his reasons might have been more profit-driven than the vids let on. Ellie fanned herself, trying to get the flush out of her cheeks.

      “At first the producers rolled up their own sleeves, building walls, and eventually the domes, to protect citizens from the vicious attacks of the workers. The domes were the first invention of our own greatest citizen—Harold DesLoge.”

      The holovid lit the middle of the room, showing a larger-than-life image of Uncle Harold, cigar clenched in his teeth, arms crossed and silver hair waving in a virtual breeze. His wrinkles were heroic, his bushy eyebrows venerable. His eyes were like the twin souls of God, burning with naked purpose. Students around her straightened up in their seats. Harold, like Noah of the First Book of Mysteries, led civilization out of a flood. He was to be idolized. Respected. This lesson they all knew. Ellie shook her head and stopped taking notes.

      Sasha turned toward her and waggled her eyebrows. Yep, this old lecture again. Only Sasha knew how much it made Ellie want to vomit.

      “To combat the workers and the traitor soldiers, Harold DesLoge next invented our poppet soldiers. Fast, vicious, not tamed like our house and servant poppets today. The soldier poppets tore through the ranks of workers and soldiers with no mercy—just as they had destroyed our homes and cities with no mercy.”

      The vid crackled to life across the center of the room, immersing all of them in the colors, the reenacted violence of the Battle for the United States. Poppets with gnashing teeth tore through the camo and skin to the bone of the rebels. The massacre reached a scale that even the holoscreen couldn’t contain. The images swam and spun and vibrated before her eyes. And above it all, Harold’s head floated in majestic glory—the hero of the future US NOAM. Most kids around her in class began to hoot, clap, and tap their fingers against the tabletops in appreciation. It all made Ellie’s head spin.

      She looked at the students around her; all had rapt gazes cast upon this most famous, most brutal scene from their history. So embarrassing. As the fury of the battle died away and the vid flickered back to line upon line of notes, she shifted her gaze to the right and grinned. At least Sasha wasn’t in on the hero worship. Sasha picked her nails and watched blond, beautiful Cole Newlin, the Rugby stud whose dad worked for DesLoge Com. She shifted her gaze left where Buell, son of a scientist in the DesLoge Com black hole building, yawned, and took notes on his compad. All of them owed their lifestyles and livings to good old Uncle Harold.

      “At the end of the war, the few lower-class rebels left were disenfranchised and their properties seized. They were driven from the cities into the wilds where, if they wanted, they could live or die by producing goods we in the dome cities needed. We left them, outside the domes, in the mess of pollution and chemical destruction they’d created. Some choose to live in edge
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