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Wester-Marium Dictionary circa 2000 
CE, Antedevolution period
POPPET noun pop·pet \ढ़pä-pԥt\ 

1. a doll, usually handmade and cloth 
2. beloved child

Examples of POPPET <grandma calls me her poppet>

:L�¿�SHGLD�(QF\FORSHGLD�GH¿QLWLRQ�
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 represent a per-
son for casting curses against or to aid that person through magic.
Other uses: $�WHUP�H[SUHVVLQJ�ORYH�RU�DɣHFWLRQ�IURP�DQ�HOGHU�WR�D�
younger person.

The History of the Devolution and 
Development of US NOAM
Textvid by Prof. Venkma of the Academy 
DeBellum. Published US NOAM Year 80

Poppets: Servant biomachines created using the remains of the 
recent dead, DesLoge Com’s proprietary chemical formula, and bio-
chips 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. 
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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, busy 
WU\LQJ�WR�¿W�LQ�ZLWK�$XQWLH�&RUGHOLD¶V�IDQF\�VRFLHW\�IULHQGV�
VLWWLQJ� LQ� WKHLU�DIWHUQRRQ�¿QHU\�VLSSLQJ� WHD�DQG�QLEEOLQJ�
WKH� KRQH\HG� VFRQHV� SRSSHWV� RɣHUHG�� (DFK� ZRPDQ� ZDV�
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 
KHU�KRZ�WR�NLFN�DQG�ÀDS�KHU�OHJV�WR�VZLP��(OOLH�NQHZ�VKH¶G�
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 
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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 cried and leaned forward more. 
She hit the water not with a splash that would have 

brought sensible mothers running. Instead, she slid in 
VLOHQW�OLNH�D�NQLIH��)RU�D�PRPHQW��KHU�ÀDSSLQJ�DUPV�KHOG�
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’s 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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Document 1: Advertisement from 
\HDU�¿YH�RI�86�12$0
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 biopro-
cessor based method of revival and control that halts 
WKH�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�RI�ÀHVK�ZKLOH�WUDLQLQJ�LW�WR�GR�ZKDW-
ever 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 
GHWRQDWLRQ�RQO\�DɣHFWV�WKH�KHDG�RI�WKH�QHDUHVW�SRSSHW��
not the goods or environment beyond. Maxplosive ™ has 
been tested on thousands of Poppets ™ and 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 Jotlaces 

™ 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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Chapter 1:

“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 remem-
ber and to do. Half the things she should do, she didn’t 
because she couldn’t remember them all. Cordelia usu-
ally forgave the small things. Things like dirty rooms and 
bare feet and uncombed hair all had 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 amethyst 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 
to 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, mouths set in 
brave sneers and eyes 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 
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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 
OLNH�V\UXS��HYHQ�LI�WKH\�VWDUHG�Rɣ�LQWR�VSDFH�DOO�WKH�WLPH��

“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 on that morn-
ing 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 
ER["�6KH�VKXɥHG�WKURXJK�WKH�JROG�ULQJV�DQG�SUHFLRXV�MHZ-
HOU\�EH¿WWLQJ�KHU�VWDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�'HV/RJH�IDPLO\��DOO�SUHVHQWV�
from Aunt Cordelia. Still nothing. Where could it be? She 
gazed around the room, eyes skimming her extensive col-
lection of books. Actual print book antiques that were all 
KHUV��2QO\� WKH� KHLU� WR� WKH�'HV/RJH� IRUWXQH� FRXOG� DɣRUG�
that many real paper books. There! The chain glimmered, 
hanging out of the side of her copy of Golden Treasury 
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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 lyr-
ics 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 ful-
¿OOHG�WKDW�IXQFWLRQ�IRU�VRFLHW\��WKRXJK�SHRSOH�RI�EUHHGLQJ�
didn’t openly discuss such things. She imagined some-
day 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 
VPRRWKHG�WKH�FKDLQ�RI�WKH�MROWODFH�EHWZHHQ�KHU�¿QJHU�DQG�
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 bene-
factor, 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 
DQG�FKRRVH�UHSODFHPHQW�IHDWXUHV�IURP�WKH�¿QHVW�SRSSHWV��
The surgeons at Parker Cosmetics, a DesLoge Com partner 
company, transplanted them without delay. What do pop-
pets need with such beautiful eyes, anyway? Those eyes 
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seemed locked on Ellie with a sharp interest that made her 
IHHO�¿YH�\HDUV�ROG�DJDLQ��

“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 min-
ute 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 severi-
ty—a visage usually reserved for the most serious company 
RɣHQGHUV��

Ellie nodded because she knew a lost cause when she 
saw one and sat the twinkling remote pendant around her 
neck. The rectangular shaped 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 
Rɣ�ZLWK�D�VLPSOH�VTXHH]H��

“Sorry, Aunt Cordelia,” she said, and she meant it. Aunt 
Cordelia did love 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 a 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 
GHFLVLRQV�RI�WKH�GD\�ZHUH�WLFNHG�Rɣ��³7UDLQLQJ�´�&RUGHOLD�
called it. Ellie called it torture. She stepped back out onto 
the landing where Thom Poppet had been. Done with the 
frames, he had moved on to the next task of precision and 
monotony. As Ellie’s feet found the top of the stairs, she 
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QRWLFHG�KLV� OLIW�GLVF�ÀRDWLQJ�Rɣ�WR�WKH�VLGH�RI�WKH�ODQGLQJ�
in safety mode. Thom squatted mid-staircase, working on 
the spindles of the banister with lemony oil and slow, stu-
dious 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 
stairs’ 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. 
³7KRP�´� 6KH� VFUHDPHG� DV� VKH� ÀHZ�SDVW� KLV� FURXFKHG��

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 tum-
EOH�Rɣ�DQG�GRZQ�WKH�VWHSV�WR�KHU�GHDWK��6KH�VKULHNHG�DQG�
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 
DQG�VHWWOHG�KHU�VDIHO\�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU��

(OOLH�VWHSSHG�Rɣ�DQG�WXUQHG�EDFN�WR�JDXJH�7KRP¶V�UHDF-
tion to her near deadly antics. 

1RQH��1R�UHDFWLRQ��-XVW�WKH�SRSSHW�DɣHFW��6ODFN�MDZHG��
unfocused eye, and the occasional drool drops 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 

YHVWLEXOH�ZKHUH�WKH�VWDLUV�KDG�VSLOOHG�KHU�RXW�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU��
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 
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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 “pre-
tending 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 
KRYHU�WUXFN��RQO\�WR�KDYH�LW�]LS�Rɣ�WKH�WUDFN�DQG�LQWR�D�WUHH��
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 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 some-
thing more dangerous, something really risky, and he 
didn’t save her, well… better not to think about that. And 
KRQHVWO\��LI�DQ\RQH�HYHU�¿JXUHG�RXW�WKDW�VKH�ZDV�EDLWLQJ�D�
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.

+HU� FKHHNV� ÀXVKHG� DV� VKH� LPDJLQHG� WKH� VKDPH� VKH�
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 projec-
tion 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 litera-
ture project from the Academy. Cordelia swiped the face of 
the compad’s screen, turning vid images with dismissive 
VKLIWV�RI�KHU�HOHJDQW�ZKLWH�¿QJHUV�

“They have you reading about hobbits? Hairy-toed little 
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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 spend-
ing time with her Aunt, who would spend the rest of the 
day on company business either at the factory or with pol-
iticians. 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 atten-
tion 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 odd-
ities, 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 a plenty. Strangely 
HQRXJK��DQG�LQ�VSLWH�RI�-XQL¶V�FOXPV\�HɣRUWV��ORYH�SHUFKHG�
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 a plenty. 
3HRSOH�VWDUYH��3HRSOH�¿JKW�DQG�GLH�DQG�VXɣHU��3HRSOH�DUH�
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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 end-
less numbers describing the trade in poppets and all the 
HɣHFWV�RI�WKH�'HV/RJH�&RP�HPSLUH¶V�SURSULHWDU\�WUHDVXUH��
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 
WKDQ�ÀHVK��KDGQ¶W�WKH�PXVFOH�RU�ZLOO�WR�JHW�XS�RXW�RI�WKHLU�
lead-lined beds.

Harold, according to the history books and Aunt 
Cordelia, ushered in a new age. After several years of test-
ing, positioning, quietly building legislation to protect 
KLPVHOI��KLV�SURGXFW�DQG�WKH�SUR¿WDEOH�OLYLQJ�WR�EH�PDGH�
IURP�UDLVLQJ�WKH�GHDG��KH�LQWURGXFHG�WKH�GUXJV�¿UVW�WR�PLO-
itary, 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 weak-
ened version, to regular people. 

Ellie pulled closer to the table and glanced at the 
compad report her aunt sent her. She pretended that 
WKH� VFUROOLQJ�¿JXUHV� RI�ZRUOG�GRPLQDWLRQ� WKURXJK� ULVLQJ�
sales impressed her as Aunt Cordelia wanted them to. She 
nodded in the appropriate pauses in 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 
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family’s great gift to humanity—the creation of poppets. 
Because Ellie had Aunt Cordelia to tell her about it, she 

NQHZ� WKH�ZKROH� KLVWRU\��$W� ¿UVW� LW� KDG�EHHQ� D� VODXJKWHU��
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 
ZRXOG�NHHS�GHDU�ROG�GDG� IURP� WU\LQJ� WR� VWULS� VNLQ�Rɣ�RI�
junior or chew on grandma’s face. The government had 
rounded them up by the thousands into pens for destruc-
tion—a bolt shot through the brain just like they did with 
cattle at slaughterhouses. Good old Harold had been on 
KDQG�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�URXQG�RI�H[HFXWLRQV��%UXWDO��KH¶G�FDOOHG�
them. He’d shed tears over the waste of his creations. So, 
he went back to the drawing board. After adjusting the 
FKHPLFDO�UHFLSH��WKH�¿UVW�PDVV�FRQVXPSWLRQ�SRSSHWV�ZHUH�
born. 

Tick, tick, tick—Aunt Cordelia’s lacquered nails rapped 
a smart rhythm on the glossy tabletop, jerking Ellie back 
WR�WKH�¿JXUHV�DW�KDQG��6KH�TXLFNO\�UHVFDQQHG�WKHP�IRU�WKH�
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. 

(OOLH� VOLG� KHU� ¿QJHUV� DFURVV� WKH� VFUHHQ¶V� VXUIDFH�� ÀLS-
SLQJ� WKURXJK�¿OHV�DQG�GLJLWDO� VDOHV� UHSRUWV�� VFDQQLQJ� IRU�
WKH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�VKH¶G�EHHQ�WUDLQHG�WR�¿QG��

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

“Why is that?” 
(OOLH�VKRRN�KHU�KHDG�DQG�ÀLSSHG�WKURXJK�WKH�VWDFN�RI�

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 
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now.” Probably a wrong answer, but she had to say some-
thing. 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, 
¿OOHG� ZLWK� &LWURFRQ� 7HD�� D� SRSSHW�JURZQ� SURGXFW� IURP�
the Geolina Region and sipped. Understanding the tea, 
SURGXFHG�RQ�SRSSHW�ODERULQJ�SODQWDWLRQV��ZDV�SLɥH�NQRZO-
HGJH��³3LɥH�DQG�SXɣ�´�&RUGHOLD�ZRXOG�VD\��.QRZLQJ�ZKHUH�
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’s commercial empire, that wasn’t any pif-
ÀH��³0D\EH�,�MXVW�GRQ¶W�KDYH�D�KHDG�IRU�EXVLQHVV�OLNH�\RX�´

“Nonsense, dear. You are a sixteen-year-old with a head 
IXOO� RI� ÀXɣ� DQG�ÀRZHUV�� <RX�ZLOO� JURZ� LQWR� LW�´� &RUGHOLD�
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 
Grate²WLPHOHVV��³6RPHGD\�\RX�ZLOO�PDNH�D�¿QH�&(2��)RU�
QRZ��\RX�PDNH�D�¿QH�VFKRRO�JLUO�DQG�D�ORYHO\�QLHFH��&RPH�
DQG�NLVV�PH�EHIRUH�\RX�À\�DZD\��OLWWOH�(OOLH�ELUG�´

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 
VFUROOLQJ� UHSRUWV�� 0RPHQWV� RI� ORYH� ZHUH� ÀHHWLQJ� LQ� WKH�
DesLoge house. Best to grab them and tuck them away 
into her heart, since someday she’d need to be the heart-
less bitch that Cordelia had become after Harold’s sad and 
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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 

QHYHU� OHIW� WKH�VXPV�DQG�¿JXUHV�VKH�VWXGLHG�� ³LI� ,�QHHGHG�
anything Thom would get it. Yes?” 

Ellie nodded, 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, she knew that Juni had made some mistake since she 
was “out on her butt” 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, 
SDVW�7KRP��ZKR¶G�¿QLVKHG�KLV�VSLQGOH�ZLSLQJ�DQG�KDOWHG��
VWLɣ�ERGLHG�DQG�ZDLWLQJ�IRU�RUGHUV�QH[W�WR�WKH�NLWFKHQ�GRRU��
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 
SKRVSKRUHVFHQW�FKLQD��WKH�VKLQLQJ�DSSOLDQFHV��DQG�D�VWDɣ�
of cooking poppets that any family of means would be 
proud of. 

She walked to the cooler to dig out a crumpet and juice, 
VWD\LQJ� RXW� RI� WKH�ZD\� RI� WKH� EXV\� NLWFKHQ� VWDɣ��%DNLQJ��
rolling, chopping, cleaning: all jobs once worked by ille-
gals 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 
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solutions. First, poppets were treated with the formulas 
that woke them to their poppet life. Processors injected 
into their frontal lobe direct non-muscle memory and con-
tained programmed actions not part of a poppet’s former 
life skills. Thom, Ellie’s poppet, was an old white-skinned 
EDQNHU�ZKR�KDG�SLVVHG�Rɣ�8QFOH�+DUROG�E\�QRW�LQYHVWLQJ�
in DesLoge Com. He’d announced publicly that he thought 
poppets were unseemly, against the intentions of the cre-
ator and other such nonsense. 

When Thom died, his family had sold him for a huge 
DPRXQW�WR�SD\�Rɣ�WKH�GHEW�KH�OHIW�DIWHU�WKH�PDUNHW¶V�FUDVK��
Harold’s treatment of Thom had been gleefully cruel—
beatings and tauntings mostly. After Harold died, Cordelia 
UHSXUSRVHG�KLP�DV�WKH�EXWOHU�EHFDXVH�RI�KLV�UH¿QHG�ZDON�
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, sym-
pathetic. 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, to preserve their way of life, and 
protect the dome cities and that included treating poppets 
as what they were—reanimated, empty-headed dead ser-
vants. 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. 

7KRP� VKXɥHG� LQ�ZLWK� D� WUD\� IXOO� RI� IUHVKO\� FXW� IUXLW��
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%HDXWLIXOO\�FXW�OLWWOH�URVHV�DQG�WLQ\�VKLSV�ZLWK�ÀRDWLQJ�KXP-
mingbirds 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, Cordelia called him, was genius in the kitchen. 
Em’s particular talent—cooking, slicing, prepping—kept 
him in constant reach of things that, if the chemical cock-
tail that kept him from wanting to crack open your skull 
failed, he’d be a knife wielding maniac. Hence, the 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!, a full-
blown economic sector responsible for, either through 
production, sales or what the poppets produced, most of 
the economy. 

Ellie walked back into the dining room to eat her crum-
pet. 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 every-
thing, her life and her safety, to him. To him and to Aunt 
Cordelia. “He saves me every day and so do you, Auntie.”

&RUGHOLD�QRGGHG��D�VDWLV¿HG�MHUN��WKHQ�OLJKWO\�SXQFKHG�
WKH� EXWWRQV� RQ� KHU� FRPSDG�� $� VPLOH� ÀLWWHG� DFURVV� KHU�
Aunt’s features and Ellie knew she’d gotten through to her, 
just for a moment. She smiled back and chewed her crum-
pet. 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 
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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 hard-
ened 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 
IHHW�DFURVV�WKH�ÀRRU��³7KRP�LV�MXVW�D�FUHDWXUH��$�PDFKLQH�
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 is just meat driven by wires and chemicals. He is 
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 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 a 

product. We sell poppets.”
“Yes of course, Aunt Cordelia,” she nodded. She hoped 
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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 door-
way, still and waiting for instruction. He would be waiting 
WKHUH�ZKHQ�VKH�JRW�EDFN��(OOLH�ODFHG�KHU�¿QJHUV�WRJHWKHU�WR�
control her urge to wave goodbye to Thom.


