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Memorial Services for Orion Rising


Memorial services for Professor Orion Rising will be held tomorrow, August 24, at 9:00 a.m. on the Greenscape University Commons. Professor Rising was killed last week in a fall from a subway platform. He served as a faculty member in the Department of Physics and was well known for proposing theories that challenge conventional wisdom. Tributes may be posted on his memorial page: @MyLog-Memorials-DrOrionRising.




Incense Rising, Journal entry


August 23, 6:00 a. m.


I’m so unsettled this morning. My fingers can’t seem to find the right keys. I had a rough night. Couldn’t get much sleep.


I woke up thinking about a place back home in Dakota, a place called the Valley of Dancing Cedars. Two rock faces come together to create a deep V through which runs a seasonal stream. This morning, I imagined it dry and the cedars dancing with an erratic wind. I remembered how I used to go there when I was old enough to ride my horse alone. I’d lay down a blanket and read a book in the shade of the cedars because they smelled good. But my favorite thing in that place was a maple tree. The trunk came out of a crack in the rock face and took a sharp turn upward. Gradually, over the years, it grew—but stunted like a bonsai because of the conditions. Every spring, it launched double samaras, its helicopter-like seeds, and I watched them spiral downward. I could make a whistle by placing a seed between my two thumbs. In the fall, the tree would turn bright orange and look like a flame burning in the rock.


I wonder why I woke thinking about a stunted maple tree. I think it’s because it reminds me of Uncle Orion, whose life was cut short. His ideas are like seeds. And now I’m riding one downward, feeling dizzy, and desperately steering to a place where it can germinate before the strong prevailing winds hide it from the sunlight.






Crowd-Source News


Notable Quotes of the Week


Since the War for Peace, people live in unprecedented tranquility—if you don’t consider, of course, the wars that rage in the human mind.


Shì Nán Xī, philosopher


We have done more to improve the human condition than any company in history.


Harmony Lei, President, YouForia! Drugs


“Grace under fire” is what we experience every day.


Jeremi Duende


Incense has a number of meanings, and I confess that when I named my daughter, I meant every one. Cadence Rising







NÉVÉ


On Névé’s eighteenth birthday, she stood in the shade of a cottonwood tree along the edge of a beet field that had just been harvested, and she wondered how a two-story gold cow could suddenly die. She tapped the PersonALink, or PAL, on her wrist and started to read the story behind the Blazing News! headline: “Jerzeybell’s Sudden Death by Lightning.” But she was interrupted by its vibration with a weather advisory: “Severe Storm Warning—damaging wind… lightning…rain…seek shelter within fifteen minutes.” The same line of storms that had struck down Jerzeybell in Chicago was now marauding through southern Michigan. Sweat trickled down her spine and dampened the waistband of her jeans. The Jerzeybell news would have to wait.


The first Sugar Queen farm truck of the morning rolled by, loaded high with sugar beets. Its driver waved a mud-encrusted hand and gave her his usual greeting. “Hey, hey, Nay-VAY!” The truck ejected a beet when the left-rear tire hit a rut. The white beet, which was actually more of a latte color, rolled toward her and stopped short of her feet, spraying dust on her pants and canvas shoes. She picked it up and tossed it back on the slow-moving truck, which caused two more beets to fall off and Névé to sigh. Instead of leaving them to rot in the sun, their lives wasted rather than being turned into sugar, she collected the two that had fallen, stuffed them in her tote bag, and then logged the truckload into her PAL. She watched the pile lose another beet as the truck pulled onto the highway, heading for the processing plant. She walked over and added it to the others in her bag.


After the hum of the farm truck faded, the air became dead still and silent—a ringing silence—like after a snowfall when countless ice crystals capture and hold fast the slightest sound. Wondering if the birds had already taken shelter, Névé took off her straw hat and ran her fingers through her short white hair, lifting it from her damp scalp. No breeze cooled it, so she fanned herself with the hat and wiped her forehead on her long shirtsleeves. They protected her pale skin from the sun but made her sweat. Even though the day was hot and dry for Michigan, she lingered in the wide-open spaces until she reminded herself that she had inventory work to do in the nearby field office.


Only one employee was needed in the office per shift. Usually, she didn’t mind working alone, but today she would rather not be left with her thoughts. She found the silence followed her into the office, where she grabbed a cold soda from the fridge and woke up the NetLink—her connection to WorldNet, the global communications network. The calendar showed that her workday ended at noon because today was her birthday. Headlines and alerts scrolled along the bottom of the screen. She went back to the Blazing News! story and was shocked to read how Wise Consumer’s Jerzeybell had met her death. Jerzeybell’s image as the company’s mascot was one of the most recognized and beloved icons of the past thirty years. She read the Crowd-Source text summary, which always had the latest information because it monitored the most recent postings—such as Zings, MyLogs, and MeBooks—from people across the globe and compiled them using sophisticated software into real-time news items.


Street people on the east side of Chicago received a windfall early this morning from the sudden demise of the Wise Consumer mascot. At 0400, a violent thunderstorm rolled through the city. Lightning strikes caused power outages, but the most spectacular hit occurred at the Plaza de Tributo.


One witness reported a sudden burst of light surging from the cow to the sky, followed by an earsplitting bang when Jerzeybell exploded. Fragments of gold rained down over streets within two blocks of the plaza. Emergency crews arrived on the scene in minutes. They believe that street people picked up the pieces of Jerzeybell. At sunrise, the only remnants of Jerzeybell were the head and hooves within the plaza gates. Wise Consumer will make a statement about its detonated mascot later today. The plaza reopens at noon for tourists.


Nearly Dairy, a division of Wise Consumer Foods, brought you this Crowd-Source News Now!


One of Névé’s earliest memories was seeing Jerzeybell every morning on the side of her milk carton. And Jerzeybell’s Golden Spread butter topped her toast and pancakes. When she was six, she’d asked to visit Chicago so she could rub Jerzeybell’s sides for good luck, as thousands of tourists did every year. Her mother took Névé and her older brother, Jona. The trip was one of Névé’s favorite memories. They visited museums, the waterfront, and Plaza de Tributo. She realized now that they must have had more money back then to go on such a vacation. For a birthday present, Jona had bought her a stuffed Jerzeybell. She had slept with that cow for years until the fur and material had worn so thin that it could no longer be repaired. Jona always bought her a birthday present—until this year, which was the first that she would not receive a present from him. Jona. She had been trying not to think of him. She missed him badly. They would have talked today at lunchtime.


If she hadn’t called him on the day of the disaster, maybe he would have survived. Even though she should have been working on the morning’s inventory of sugar beets, she pulled up their last conversation. She had always saved their Vid-chats for at least a few days, but this one she would never delete. It was all she had left of him.


The Vid-chat from last March began to play on her NetLink screen. A small inset showed her face on the lower left while the rest of the screen showed the corporate logo, Sugar Queen, in silver text, across a white crown of sugar crystals. Although painful to relive now, a conversation with him had always been better than a You-Foria! upper. He answered immediately as if he had been waiting to connect. Her screen was a large one for reading spreadsheets, so when his face appeared, it was nearly life-size, and the familiar stab came somewhere around her heart. He greeted her with a smile as always and asked her how she was doing.


Névé watched her five-month-ago self say, “Down. And bored. I’m tired of Biz Ed and don’t want more in the fall. I want to do something else, something fun.”


Jona ran his fingers through his auburn curls—an old habit—and rested his chin on his hand. “A lot of people would love to have your work contract with Sugar Queen. And think about how much effort you’ve already put into accounting classes. It seems a shame to bail so close to having a vocation.”


She agreed that she was fortunate to have a job but admitted that she’d never wanted the sugar beet business as a career, like their mother, who had worked for Sugar Queen until her death in a processing accident at the plant. Then Névé said what was really on her mind. “I want out of here. Can I come to Austin?” Her eyes pleaded far more than her words could have.


Jona didn’t say anything for a few seconds. She could tell he was thinking about it. “I’d be happy for you to come down. But it’s a long way from Michigan to Austin. In case you’ve forgotten, on my way down, I was caught in a blizzard, robbed, and arrested for a crime I didn’t commit.” He laughed at the memory.


Her camera feed in the inset showed her twisting her spiked white hair.


Then he asked her what her guardians—their cousins Leo and Zeta—would do without her income from Sugar Queen and whether they were treating her OK.


Before she could answer, he turned in his chair to one side and leaned back, considering something off camera to his right, which she knew to be a view into the downtown plaza.


“What are the symbols on your WritingWall, Jona?”


He twisted toward the wall that had been behind him and blocked from view but was now visible. With a wave of his hand, he erased a circle with a roof over it, a number, possibly a dagger, and a couple of other symbols. “Maybe someday I’ll explain if we can get you down to Austin —safely.” But then he added an odd comment that she had been worrying about in the months since the conversation.


“I’m not sure if now is the best time. My friends and I are…uh…” He turned his head left and right and then faced the camera again, leaning forward. His green eyes locked on hers. “Rogues.” The smile returned, and his voice dropped a little lower. “I met a woman named Luisa, and I’m having more fun than I’ve ever had because I realize now that we can change things. I feel it strongly here in Austin.”


“What do you want to change?” Névé asked.


“I can’t explain now.” He leaned back and glanced to his right. “Wait a sec.” He moved from view for a few seconds and then returned. “Sorry, Névé, but I’ll have to call you back. There’s shouting in the plaza. I need to see what’s up. See you in a few.” His last words to her were “Love you!”


“I want to talk about it some more because I’m not going to change my mind,” she said. “And I love you, too.” But he probably never heard her. Jona didn’t connect back. He would never Vid-chat again. She had saved the texts of the News Feeds for times when she couldn’t believe that it wasn’t all a nightmare, for times when she was sure he would call—and for times when she wanted to punish herself for keeping him on the phone and delaying his escape.


The North American United States today witnessed one of the worst disasters in its history when thousands drowned in downtown Austin, Texas, after a series of dam failures.


Jona wasn’t alone in his death. Thousands had died. The Colorado River and lakes around Austin had been swollen because of heavy rains from a hurricane moving inland through Texas. Dams upstream of Austin broke, and torrents of water surged downhill. Levees built to conserve water in the drought-prone area had held the water in and given it no ready outlet. Segments from the News Feeds replayed in her head, sometimes when she least expected them.


Uptown residents were swept away while those higher in the hills witnessed a horrific scene. The death toll is unknown at this time.


The NAUS president had responded quickly by asking citizens for donations to help handle the disaster site, and the Southwest Board of Directors had appointed a commission to investigate the cause of the dam failures. Southwest Water, the owner of the dams, was on record as having financial problems, but it said its systems were hacked in a cyber attack, but the hattack had not yet been verified.


She found the News Feeds in the following weeks hard to accept. She would read them and get physically sick. Her anxiety and feeling of being trapped in a situation she couldn’t change caused her to lose ten pounds, weight that she couldn’t afford to lose. So many times had she wanted to leave for Austin, but she had little money for such a long trip, and her guardians would legally have her returned so they could maintain her income. Sometimes the News Feeds became bizarre.


News Feed, April 1. From the makers of Virtual Vacations—Surface Body Recovery Ends. A team appointed by the Southwest Board announced that all bodies on the surface were collected, but it did not have the funds for underwater recoveries. Extensive diving efforts are needed to comb the many underground spaces and bring bodies to the surface. Outrage from friends and relatives led the board to have Virtual Vacations help in locating missing persons by using its popular underwater drones. For a limited time, you can rent a drone and assist in locating victims. Enjoy a Virtual Vacation Today at VVToday-NAUS-1WorldNet. Visit the site of the flood disaster and help recover victims. Feel the pain of surviving. Don’t miss this one-of-a-kind opportunity! Apply now!


Until Jona’s death, she had not really thought about whether there should be limits on how money was earned. Anything could be made into a business. But every time she read about the Austin disaster, she thought that profiteering from thousands of deaths was surely a perversion, which then made her feel doubly guilty.


News Feed, June 1. Provided to you by Senator Diamond, ensuring our businesses stay healthy. Vote for the Job Providers. Vote for a Diamond.—Austin Memorial Lake Honors Dead. The team appointed to help Austin recover has published a statement (@Zing-AustinComesBack!) naming the new body of water Austin Memorial Lake and setting up fees for recreational use to recover costs. Friends and relatives of the missing posted concerns about swimming or fishing in water containing the remains of loved ones. The team answered the concern by noting that Fisherman’s Supply had already stocked the lake with fish and plants, and it was rapidly becoming a thriving ecosystem. Rather than spending time determining whether the dam failure was from a foreign or domestic hattack, the NAUS Board recommends diverting the funds to improving WorldNet security. President Sultana praised the performance of the Austin recovery team and the Southwest Board under difficult circumstances, and he urged voters to keep politicians employed—especially Senator Diamond—a man who works to provide jobs. Choose a Diamond.


Jona’s body was never found. The signal from his ID chip confirmed his location in the downtown plaza. The signal had stayed in one spot until the lake was stocked with fish, and then it disappeared. Névé didn’t want to think about what that meant. Her self-inflicted punishment was interrupted by a PAL text from her closest friend, Jemma.


Jemma: happy bday Névé!!! What’ll we do?


Névé didn’t respond. She didn’t know what she wanted to do other than to get out. Ever since Jona’s drowning, being indoors made her claustrophobic. She lived in part of the downtown that was just below the surface of the city. For areas not prone to flooding, construction just below the surface or in the side of hills was cheaper and not susceptible to windstorms and other weather assaults. Opti-fiber SunLights and Infi-Scene windows gave the illusion of being above ground.


Jemma persisted.


Jemma: hey girl what’s up?


Névé: nada! meet me at cafe B at 2


The Sugar Queen office was suddenly stifling. Névé couldn’t concentrate on the inventory list, so she grabbed her hat and went outside. Her PAL vibrated again with another weather advisory: “Severe Weather…shelter immediately.” She scanned the horizon, lowering her sunglasses to reveal white lashes and honey-colored eyes. They would have been pink without iris tints. Her albino traits were a bane and a boon. Her cousin Leo’s favorite nickname for her was Freak. Yet he didn’t mind taking her income from Sugar Queen.


She was paid well to have a prominent Sugarstik tattoo on her right forearm. She wished, as she always did at the end of a workday, that she could bleach her tattoo and end her connection to Sugar Queen, but she had no alternative income. Ever since her mother’s death a few years ago, she lived with and helped support her guardians. They needed her income. But she was irritated by their laziness. Her view was that if they’d get off their fat butts, they could hustle more work. As soon as she could find a way, she would leave Michigan, head to Austin, and follow her brother’s trail. Maybe she would meet his friends and find out what he had been doing and what he was excited about before he died.


Without the sunglasses, she could tell that the distant bank of clouds ten minutes ago was now a brown-veiled sky to the west. Dust from the harvested fields rose up under the low pressure of the storm and covered the afternoon sun. The air that was dead still moments ago began to stir. She realized that she would have to go back inside soon.


As she turned toward the north, her eye caught movement on the far edge of the field. A small brown animal bobbed up and down over clods of overturned dirt. She couldn’t make out what the animal was, but she stayed to watch it slowly make its way in her direction. The legs were too long and it was too thin to be any of the usual wild animals. She figured that it was likely someone’s dog or cat. She glanced back to the west and then toward the bobbing brown spot. A curtain of dust and rain now blocked the horizon line, and the towers of the processing plant were no longer visible. She guessed that she might not make it back to the office in time if she headed out over the field, but she went anyway.


Clods of overturned dirt where beets had been removed made her progress slow. The animal stopped. Névé expected it to run away, but instead it sat down and let her come to it. A few meters away, she could tell that it was a small dog, brown except for a white patch on the chest and the tip of its tail, which slowly waved like a flag as she moved closer. It wore no collar, so she approached slowly to avoid scaring it off. The wind picked up, and dust swirled around them along with scattered raindrops.


“Hi there, little one. Can I take you inside?” She carefully picked it up and noticed that it was a he. His heart pounded in her hand, but he didn’t try to escape. He had a scratch on his side, and his paws were bloody. Névé tucked him under her arm and turned toward the office, but it was now no longer visible, so she headed to a lean-to shelter that the workers used on lunch breaks. With one of its sides open, she thought it wouldn’t be much protection, but it would be better than nothing, and at least the open face was leeward. She crouched down in a corner and shoved the dog’s face inside her shirt, hoping he didn’t bite her in the breast.


Dust moved in and chased out the clean air. She, too, stuck her nose down in her shirt and closed her eyes. She smelled a definite doggy odor, but the little guy wasn’t restless or shaking. His fur was warm against her hand. His heart rate slowed, and she could feel his warm breath on her chest. Wind rattled the shelter while bits of dust stung her exposed neck and ankles, as if trying to claim her skin as its own. Then the lightning and rain moved in. She stroked his head and told him everything would be OK, even though she wasn’t sure herself, and thought about what she was going to do with him. He would need to see a vet, which would cost her money that she had hoped to save from her next paycheck. She would post a notice on the community Net-board. If she found the owner, maybe she could be reimbursed or even rewarded. Leo and Zeta would throw a fit if she came home with a dog, which seemed now to be exactly what she would like to do.




INCENSE


I was taken from my mother’s womb in her eighth month. She had an aggressive form of cancer and refused treatments that would have ended her pregnancy sooner. My father, Cadence, named me as my mother lay dying. He is a songwriter and lyricist who plays with words. He told her that “Incense”—a substance that perfumes the air when burned—combined with our surname, Rising, would be a lovely name for a girl. She smiled and quoted a psalm. “May my prayer be counted as incense before you,” and she passed away within hours. I imagine she recognized the irony of the double entendre, so common in his lyrics. Incense. To set on fire, to make angry, to enrage. My mother’s death angered him. He admits now that he intended the double meaning in multiple ways. Incense Rising also captures a zeitgeist: our people’s mounting rage with the slow killing of our planet. I’m glad he didn’t name me Hostility or Insurrection. I’m willing to be Incense Rising.


I grew up on the plains of Dakota and am part Lakota Sioux on my father’s side. I traded wide-open spaces for urban isolation when I moved to the East Coast to attend graduate school. After earning a PhD in physics, I planned to go back to Dakota to set up in a remote valley an array of small radio telescopes, which universities could rent for astronomy education. Funding for the project was delayed when the North American economy went into a recession, and the sponsor of the project shelved it for at least a year. The Lakota didn’t know whether to mourn or celebrate. The community would have been paid well for use of the land, but no one wanted the valley littered with high-tech devices. With my first postdoctoral job on hold, an uncle—Orion Rising—offered me a one-year appointment to work with him at Greenscape University in New Jersey. He said I should consider it a type of résumé building, although he warned me of a couple of downsides.


Downside number one was that I’d have to teach freshman math and physics classes. I said that I wouldn’t mind teaching because what I’d really like is an academic position back in Dakota, but those rarely come open. Then he informed me about downside number two. He explained that he needed help on his research and the math-modeling aspects. I said that would be fine and asked why that was a problem. He said that people were out to get him, as in silence him, for what he was doing. He was also an environmentalist and political activist with Marxist leanings. So I suggested maybe he should shut Karl up in a closet for a while. He laughed and said that the hegemonic powers weren’t threatened by his politics. They didn’t like his science—his proposed route to a theory of everything. Sometimes I had trouble following his thinking. His intelligence was quick and radical in intuitive leaps. But this time, I wondered if he had gone past the edge of sanity—until he was killed in a subway fall en route to see a colleague.


Now I think they’re after me.


***


Today I have three things I must do. The first is to liberate Uncle Orion’s ashes. I thrust my hand trowel into the dirt again and again, digging a hole large enough for the roots of a Seven Sisters rose. This vining flower was his favorite because it reminded him of his mother—my grandmother—Prairie Rose. She always had at least one trained along a fence. And like her other son, my father, words carried multiple meanings for her. Seven Sisters is the common name for the Pleiades, which rise ahead of Orion, the hunter, in the winter sky. Wearing leather gloves, I pull the base of the rose from its container and fit it into the hole so that the main stalks parallel a latticed archway.


As I begin filling dirt around the roots, I think about this morning’s Blazing News! item about how the Wise Consumer cow—an iconic gold statue and the corporate mascot—met her death by lightning strike in Chicago. Uncle Orion would have had a good time commenting on Jerzeybell’s demise. Then I turn over my grief and find humor in imagining his spirit had something to do with the lightning bolt. How like him that would be. Tears of laughter and pain water the base of the rose. I am finally having the good cry that I need, so I hold on to an image of Uncle Orion looking down from the clouds and sending a charge that Wise Consumer won’t soon forget. I can see him exacting his revenge in one final act. I’ll give him credit for it anyway. No harm in that.


I feel my legs start to cramp, so I stand and retrieve his ashes from the back porch. Earlier, I had found a favorite clay bowl. It was made by a cousin of the Risings and is adorned with pictures of plants and animals that have sacred meaning to the Sioux. I pour the ashes from the urn into the bowl, which I then nestle in a recess at the top of the latticework frame. At first nothing happens—not that I’d expected anything to happen. But then the whisper of a breeze stirs the air, followed by a gust from the sunny side of the house. From the top of the bowl rises a trail of ash, ascending into the air on a nebulous trajectory that carries it into the trees. The moving leaves screen the sunlight, making them resemble green-and-gold glass in a kaleidoscope.


I remove the leather gloves and sit down in a rocker on the back porch to watch Uncle Orion take flight. And I avoid thinking about the second thing that I have to do today.




CLARET


Morning sunlight filtered through the petals of a single orange rose in a glass. The flower appeared to be real but was made from tissue paper. The pipe-cleaner stem showed signs of having been bent many times. Ember had made it in his first-grade art class, and Claret was glad that it was paper. She would tuck it away and keep it unchanged through the years while her son grows into a man. He said that he had picked orange paper because it matched her hair. She had laughed at how honest kids could be and kissed him and thanked him. She hadn’t had a real rose in ages. They were too expensive to buy for herself, and she didn’t want anyone to get close enough to want to buy one for her—except for Ember or Claret’s half-sister, Jade. Ember’s favorite cereal box, milk, and spoon waited for him on the table. Claret read weather and news on her NetLink while she waited for Ember and Jade to show up for breakfast.


She noted that Ember would not need boots or an umbrella today. The weather forecast promised one of those glorious Seattle days when Mount Rainier surveys its relatives to the north and south and watches over the cities climbing their slopes ahead of rising sea levels. She was considering a walk to the market later when she noticed the Blazing News! item: “Wise Consumer’s Jerzeybell Struck Down by Lightning!”


The headline was like finding the obituary of a relative both favored and flawed. She worked for Wise Consumer under a yearly contract that had just been renewed, and this salary paid the bills. She thought of it as her cash cow, and she milked the contract for all she could. Still, she barely made ends meet. As a communication specialist, she read with interest the Crowd-Source summary and then the original sources that were mined to produce the text. The original posts were usually more colorful.


Eyewitness streaming log:


0354 Chickago60: bad storm here. lightning close.


0355 Nightmaid$: power out at lakefront


0356 NurseHalley: South Hospital on generator


0359 ItinerMan20: lightning just struck Jerzeybell. No joke—saw it blow! Bolt from cow to sky, then bang! Nearly broke my ears


0400 Transi5: Holy Cow! Gold rain


0405 NoCasa&Happy: Hombre! Mi día de suerte!


0406 WhoaMan: Windfall! Cha-ching! filet tonite


Claret wished that she had been outside the gates to collect that golden rain. It would have helped pay the bills coming due next week.


0428 Chickago60: streets swept & never so clean. Shocking


0430 EMT63: when we arrived—no Jerzeybell left. only hooves and a head inside gate. Security guard on way to hospital. Where’s the gold?


0431 ItinerMan20: What gold? Check the clouds. She blew up!


A visual of the Plaza de Tributo, provided by Wise Consumer, showed the raised platform where the cow had stood. All that remained on the platform were four gold hooves. Another view—taken by a bystander—showed the head lying at the base of the dais. The neck was a gaping hole, and the head was hollow. She had always thought that Jerzeybell was solid gold. Had the company ever claimed it was solid? Or was it something she had assumed? She found herself shocked and transfixed for a few seconds by the hollow neck and had to switch back to the text to shake a feeling of unease. So the cow was just a shell.


She thought about how Jerzeybell would certainly be a topic of conversation at the Vid-chat later. In the news summary, Wise Consumer stated that it would make a statement later in the day. Claret pictured the communication specialists scrambling to craft a precisely spun message—one worded to create the right kind of public pathos from the golden shell. She envied their jobs and yet preferred to stay outside the gates looking in rather than be a part of the hollow interior. From the company posts, she concluded that it was not squandering the opportunity to drum up sympathy.


0900 WiseConsumer: After additional cleaning, the plaza will reopen at noon for visitors who would like to climb Jerzeybell’s platform and pay their respects by rubbing the hooves. Admission prices still apply. Zing postings may be found on WorldNet at Jerzeybell-demise-zing-NAUS.


There were twenty thousand comments.


Jade came into the kitchen. She and Claret looked nothing alike. Claret resembled the mother they had in common, but Jade resembled her father, a Chinese diplomat. Claret’s father had sent baby Claret and her mother to live with an aunt in Quebec while he stayed in Israel to fight in the War for Peace. He had predicted an ugly conflict and didn’t live to see his prophecy fulfilled. Several years after the war, her mother tried to move on with her life. She met a Chinese diplomat, whose child she decided to have without consulting him. In a quid pro quo move, he returned to China without consulting her, as relations between the NAUS government and Asia soured. Jade’s eyes appeared Asian, and she tried to enhance that look with cosmetics and hair dye. She claimed that it helped her career as a professional juror.


Jade poured herself a bowl of cereal and put it on a tray along with a cup of coffee and her PAL. Claret wondered if Jade was running late. “Do you have a jury post in a few minutes?”


Jade said she did and then read her half-sister’s mind or her facial expression and added, “The trial should end soon, so I’ll get paid in a few days.”


Claret nodded. Sometimes she wished Jade would get a more reliable job that paid weekly, but Jade liked the excitement of being a juror.


Jade tried to raise Claret’s mood. “I have a big trial I want to apply for if I can get free of this one. They’re recruiting for the Mensa Blackmon murder trial. I’d get a lot of hours and probably incentives, considering who’s involved.”


“That’d be wonderful, Jade.” They chatted for a few minutes about Claret’s new Wise Consumer contract and how she was hoping to book a lot of hours. The new team had its first Vid-chat later in the morning. She had worked with two of the team members before—the team leader and an artist. She didn’t know the others.


Jade checked the time on her PAL and got up. “See you later. Au revoir.”


On her way out, Jade gave Ember’s head a pat as he came into the kitchen. He hopped onto a chair at the table. Claret had already helped him dress and comb his hair. He resembled his father, with brown hair and large brown eyes. Claret hadn’t seen his father since he left, right after Ember was born, yet she saw him every time she looked at Ember’s face. She poured some cereal and milk into a bowl for him. “Good morning, Ember. Would you like juice or milk to drink?”


“Milk, thanks.” Ember reached down and pulled off a sneaker. He showed her where the sole had separated from the upper. “I need new shoes. Can we get some after school?”


Claret studied the shoe. “I’m sorry, honey. Not today. I’ll have to glue this one. Wear your boots and pretend it’s raining.”


Even at seven, Ember was astute enough not to ask why.




NÉVÉ’S WINDFALL


With dust covering her hair and clothing and her clothes still damp, Névé wrapped up her morning work at lunchtime and took the dog to a downtown vet, who wrote on a temporary collar “UD,” which he said meant Unknown Dog. He also said that UD was a Chihuahua and needed to stay overnight. UD had cut his paws, and the vet’s assistant would have to clean them and give him antibiotics. Névé admitted to the vet that she didn’t have the money to pay the bill for a couple of days. In that case, he said, she would have to pick up UD at Romano’s Used Pets, where he would be held for a couple of weeks awaiting either adoption or “termination,” as he called it. Névé fought back the tears at the thought of UD’s pounding heart being deliberately stopped. After leaving the vet’s, she immediately posted a Found Dog! notice on the Community Net-board and then went home to clean up. One of the first things she did after showering was to check the notice. No one had yet admitted to losing a Chihuahua. But then, the notice had been posted for only thirty minutes.


Névé put on white jeans and her white Sugarstik T-shirt. She turned on her Infi-Scene window and tapped the pane to select her favorite simulated scene: clouds gathering beyond an expanse of water. A French voyageur in a dugout canoe paddled into view, leaving a wake that would take half an hour to decay. Moistened air carried the scent of pine on a breeze generated by the window frame. In this Sim-view of the Straits of Mackinac, Névé could imagine taking a canoe throughout the Great Lakes at a time when the only people around were the First People. She sat on her bed watching it for a few minutes before turning her thoughts back to the present and her eighteenth birthday.


She had no plans beyond meeting Jemma at two o’clock. She checked the local weather conditions by touching the pane of the window again, and the view changed to an uptown monitor. Dust and debris blew along a street lined by low-lying buildings and no pedestrians. Although the thunderstorm was gone, wind continued to blow. Visibility was so poor that the coffee shop two blocks away was a silhouette. Along the windowsill, advertisements alternated between weather conditions and the uptown forecast: “August 23…1330 wind advisory until 1700…Late-evening thunderstorms…High 37°C, low 25°C…Feel fantastic, You-Foria! uppers.”


Watching the swirling dust made Névé feel as if she couldn’t breathe, and her chest tightened. She switched back to the cliff on Mackinac Island and focused on the horizon, wishing once again that she could enter the Infi-Scene window and canoe away on the blue water. Pent-up frustration made her cheeks hot, and the images in the window became watery, shrinking away as the white walls squeezed in around her, and once again she was suffocating. She closed her eyes and lay back on the bed, willing the feeling to pass.


She was eighteen and had no idea what she wanted to do with her life. She knew what she didn’t want to do. But abandoning something didn’t give her direction. She condemned herself every time she wanted to talk to Jona. His drowned face floated in her mind again, and she couldn’t breathe. The walls closed in like the water must have closed in on Jona. She stood up to get out—go uptown and breathe real air, have some fun with Jemma.


Three sharp raps on the door preceded Leo entering the room before being invited. His scent, like his presence, crowded into every corner. He held a scarlet envelope, and his fat arm, completely covered in tattoo ads, swung toward Névé, flinging the envelope on the bed. “Hey, Freak. How’s it going?”


“My name’s Névé.”


“Well, aren’t you special on your birthday, Naay-Vaay? Got a Real Carrier delivery. Last paper mail was a package from Jona. Oh, but I guess I’m not supposed to mention him, am I?” He waited, studying her as if she were a work of art with an aura that insisted, “Do not touch.”


Névé took the envelope and sat down without making eye contact.


“You’re flushed. Been waiting for me?” He tried to touch her hair, and she swatted his hand away.


“Leave me alone.”


“Someday, Névé, I’ll have my coffee sweetened.” He winked and left.


She locked the door behind him. Mail from Real Carrier? She opened the gold seal without tearing the envelope and removed a card in purple and blue:


Madam Angeline, Oracle of the Ancients, requests a visit with Névé Sweet at 1500 hours. Please come to 107 Burro Street, uptown.


Névé knew where the shop was—down an alley off Main Street uptown—but she had not been in it. When she and Jona were kids and they were allowed to go uptown to play, they would sometimes run down the alley, pretending to hide because it was narrow and dark. Jona had said he remembered going there with their grandmother, who would say to him, “Come, let us go to the seer.” And they went to see Madam Angeline, who gave him candy. Névé had no memory of their mother’s mother and knew nothing about Madam Angeline, so she didn’t know what to make of the invitation, but Jemma would.


***


Névé’s ascent quickened with each step up the fifteen stairs from downtown. As she emerged among the buildings of uptown, she was relieved to be outdoors, even under an overcast sky and amid swirling dust and debris. The invitation from Madam Angeline had dropped out of nowhere. Névé still had a couple of hours before the appointment time and could spend it with friends, especially Jemma, at Café de Bebidas. She had known Jemma since grade one, and ever since Névé’s mother’s death, they always found something to do on Névé’s birthday. Jemma had found her on that first birthday after her mother died and knew that she would need a friend. They had gone to a soccer game and gambled their combined pocket money—and won. They doubled their money and took their winning as a sign that together they would come out ahead.


A dust devil met Névé at the top of the stairs, but she moved through it, scattering the leaves that circled around her legs. She walked two blocks past several low brick buildings and made a left turn at a sign painted on the sidewalk with black-and-gold lettering: Café de Bebidas. A sign also hung above the door and flapped, creaking in the wind. Café de Bebidas had been through many signs. She entered a small foyer, and then the outer door closed before an inner door slid open to the café. She hesitated, allowing her eyes to adjust and take in the interior of black-and-gold decor and cushioned chairs around Amber-Glass tables.


Brightly colored drinks in glassware with stems lit from the base made them look like gems in settings. Conversations around the tables were stoked by stimulants or depressants, depending on the drink of choice. Screens with various games in progress lined the walls. Betting could be entered from each table by tapping on icons beneath the surface glass. One screen showed the news, which also could be wagered on. The current question flashed at the bottom of the screen: “Will the defendant in the shooting death of a One Bank Corporation executive be found innocent or guilty?” The jury’s decision would be released in ten minutes. Betting closed in five.


Névé found the group of friends she was looking for, the one with Jemma. But Casey was the one who greeted her first.


“Sugarstik, happy birthday! You finally gonna let me give you my present?”


“No, Casey. It’s not your birthday.” Névé’s face showed no expression. His comment wasn’t a surprise. She went over to the bar, so Casey turned to a plump, large-busted girl wearing a sheer orange blouse and skirt. She was draped in her chair like a colorful throw. Many of her features had been color enhanced. “Come on, Honey. How about you?”


Honey gave Casey a look as languid as her body. “Maybe I don’t like being second pick.”


“Well, maybe I can find someone else in here who came for more than a drink.”


She rolled her eyes and told him to wait a few minutes while her drink, an Orange Climax, kicked in.


Névé returned to the group with a cup of black coffee and a Sugarstik. She lowered the end with the ball of sharp white crystals into the coffee. As it dissolved, the stick disappeared until nothing remained but sweetened coffee.


“So, Névé, what would you like to do today?” Jemma’s dark dreadlocks bounced, and her white teeth lit up her face.


“I wish I could do a lot of things. I’d like to quit my job and have my tattoo removed.” She rubbed her right forearm, where the tattoo had been from infancy.


Everyone commented at once. “Really? But you’re Sugarstik! It’s so you.” Casey raised a Sugarstik, crystalline ball at the top, and held it next to Névé. The resemblance was undeniable: slender, white, and spiked at the top.


Henri pointed to his ad tattoos. “I’d have to work full time if I didn’t have these. What would you do without Sugar Queen?”


Névé had only the one tattoo, and she was a Sugarstik incarnate. The company paid her more for having it exclusively.


“I’d like to leave and get a fun job, but I can’t even afford a vet bill.” The vet-bill comment had everyone puzzled. “I picked up a stray dog out in the field before the storm and couldn’t afford to pay the vet, so the dog will be sitting at Romano’s soon.” Névé slouched back in her chair, absently watching news on a video screen across the room. “I don’t know what I want to do. I guess I’m just down.”


Henri told her that she didn’t know how lucky she was, before he stood up and wandered over to the bar to chat with a young girl who looked about fifteen.


Honey tried to be helpful and placed a packet of pills on the table. “Here, take some You-Foria! Or maybe you need to see Mom’s doc. He works wonders with new uppers.”


“They’re a fake out, another trap. I want”—she hesitated—“I want out. I want free. I want open sky. I feel like if I stay here, I’ll suffocate. I want something I can’t name.”


“Too heavy for me. Let’s go, Casey. We know what’ll satisfy.” Honey picked up the packet of pills, swallowed the rest of her drink, and led Casey away, leaving Névé with Jemma.


Névé sat up and pointed to the video screen showing the face of a young man. She touched their tabletop to activate sound. The headline for the news item read, “Austin, Southwest Province.”


The young man spoke. “Jeremi Duende has been accused of inciting sedition. If indicted and found guilty, he could serve up to twenty years in prison. Duende’s followers are outside Southwest Province Detention in Austin, where he is being held. They are demanding his release and claim they are peaceful and have no intentions of committing violence. More on News Feed later.”


Névé stared at the picture of Duende on the News Feed. He was a nice-looking man, probably around Jona’s age, midtwenties. He had curly brown hair, a short-cropped beard, and dark, shining eyes. “Who is he?”


“I don’t know. Some radical stirring up trouble, I think. Saw it on the news this morning. Why does he matter?”


Névé turned toward Jemma and lowered her voice to almost a whisper. “He’s in Austin, where Jona was.” And this Duende reminded her of a dark man in a dream she had. She’d seen his face only vaguely. He led her through a dark crevasse toward an opening. There were strings on them from above as if they were marionettes. Yet the strings were not controlling them but kept them from falling. She and the man came to an opening and would have to cross a cavern. Some people had gone ahead, and others were following behind. Then she awoke. She’d had similar dreams before, but this one was so real. “What exactly has he done?”


“I don’t know, sugar. There are a lot of people in Austin still stirring up trouble. Let’s do something to cheer you up, whatever you want.”


Névé pulled the scarlet envelope from a back pocket and handed it to Jemma, telling her how it had arrived from Real Carrier. “Why would Madam Angeline send me this?”


Jemma studied the envelope and its contents. “She’s a fortune teller, isn’t she? Might be a promotion.” Jemma turned the card over a couple of times as though some other message might appear. “Maybe she can tell you what you should do. You know, read your future. Sounds like fun. Come on, let’s go see her.”


***


Madam Angeline felt like the relic she was today. Drugs could push back the pain only so long. She suspected that no one wanted to find a cure for old age and arthritis because there was more money to be made on decades of treating symptoms. Entering life was easy; exiting, not so easy. But she had this one more thing to do. She smoothed the pages of her book. The text was marked and annotated in many places, but phrases were underlined in red: “A Pilgrim Song 134—Come…all you servants…posted to the night watch…”


The room brightened as the WatchfulDoor showed the exterior of the shop and two young women approaching. Madam Angeline’s bony fingers closed the leather cover of the book, worn shiny with use, and stowed it in her drawer. She flipped on an Infi-Scene window that covered most of the back wall. The Sim-view showed a portico with large stone columns, matching the imitation-stone walls of the shop. Robed people lounged around a large pool within the portico. A dry breeze from the frame carried suggestions of balsam and cedar.


Madam Angeline watched the women eye the front of the shop for a few seconds, reading her sign and commenting to each other. The sign predated the Peace and Prosperity Era and proclaimed her as a prophetess. Customer reviews on her Community Net-board claimed that she was wise and insightful. In truth, she mostly quoted from a text that no one read anymore. One of the two women—a petite ebony girl—pushed the door open and entered first. Madam Angeline recognized the other girl easily. The old woman’s heart skipped a beat, and her pulse went up. A dull ache set into her chest. She had waited years for these few minutes, and she prayed to get through them.


Coughing and clearing her throat, she adjusted her purple head scarf and the folds of her linen robe. She spoke in a crackling voice. “Hello, young ladies. I’m Madam Angeline. Please come in and have a seat. I don’t get up easily.” They sat down in rattan chairs facing Madam Angeline’s desk, where she had a censer of incense and three lit candles floating in a clay bowl of water. The eyes of both visitors scanned the shop. She gave them a moment to look around.


The first one to enter was also the first to speak. “Hi, I’m Jemma, and this is Névé.” The candlelight flickered in Jemma’s dark eyes, but it sank into the amber of Névé’s. Madam Angeline remembered how striking the pink of Névé’s newborn eyes had been before the iris tints.


Névé’s gaze was steady. She pulled out the invitation. “We came to see why I received this.”


“I have something to give you—something important, I imagine. I met your grandma, Lydia, when she was a young teacher. We taught together and became close friends over the years.”


Névé’s cheeks colored, and Madam Angeline considered how much the girl’s complexion resembled her own grandmother’s antique china doll.


“You knew my grandma?”


“Yes, very well, and she entrusted me with something to give to you when you came of legal age. So, today, I hand it over to you.” Madam Angeline produced an ivory-colored envelope from her desk. In silver ink on the front was written, “Névé, c/o Angeline Violette.” “She didn’t trust your mother with it. She wanted you to have this.”


Névé stared at the envelope. Jemma was not short of words and squirmed in her chair. “Névé, that’s so exciting! A birthday present! Let’s see what’s in it.”


Madam Angeline held up her hands, palms toward them, fingers bent with arthritis. “Not here. You must take it somewhere private to open it. I suspect it contains something of value.” Madam Angeline wasn’t done. She then pulled from her desk the worn leather book, set it in front of Névé, and pushed it toward her. “I’m giving you this, too. Your grandmother had one just like it. We were in a class together. I don’t know what happened to hers, but I would like you to have this one. I won’t need it soon. I hope that you take the time to read it.”


Both girls stared at the book as if it were a crystal ball or a Ouija board. Névé picked it up and held it with the envelope. “Thank you, Madam Angeline. I will. Can I come back and talk to you about Grandma?”


“Certainly, Névé. But don’t wait too long. I’m not getting any younger. Take care.” She smiled and nodded. The throbbing pain in her chest would force her to lie down as soon as they left. She slipped a pill into her mouth to help the pain.


***


The girls took the envelope to Jemma’s apartment and the seclusion of her bedroom. Névé set the book with the envelope on top of the bed. Neither of the girls could imagine what would be so important in a simple white envelope, so they stared at it for a few seconds. Jemma sat down next to Névé on the opposite side of the bed and told her to hurry up and open it. “Do you remember your grandma?”


“No. She died when I was probably about one or two. I remember Mom saying that her mother never adjusted to the Peace and Prosperity Era. I don’t think they got along, but I never understood why.” Névé carefully broke open a silver wax seal, similar to the one that had been on Madam Angeline’s invitation, and wished that what she was about to read would change her life. She wondered if this moment was one of those pivotal times in life that she would always look back on as a turning point or if it would simply be another letdown. She hesitated, not wanting to be disappointed, and held on to the moment of anticipation before opening a completely unknown present.


Jemma bounced with excitement. “Come on! What is it?”


Névé pulled from the envelope a page of writing. Other pages looked like certificates and were labeled “United States Treasury Bond.” She read the letter while Jemma squinted at the bonds.


August 30, Year 2 of the Peace and Prosperity Era


Dear Névé,


As I write this letter, you are only a year old, and I am dying. I’ll never know you, but I want to leave you something of value. I think that your physical appearance will shape your personality and make you different from my daughter—I hope. By the time you are eighteen, these US Treasury bonds should have significant value and be honored according to the NAUS treaty. I believe a woman should have financial independence. So I bequeath to you—and only to you—these bonds. I didn’t trust your mother with them. She would have invented a reason why she would be justified in spending them.


Many people think I’m odd, and I’m sure I am in this so-called Peace and Prosperity Era, but I think this new society will not last. It is already digging its own grave. I hope that you can put the money to good use and that you don’t have to spend it just buying food and paying rent to survive.


I wish you much love and many blessings!


—Grandma Lydia


For once, Jemma was speechless. The ventilation system made the only sound as they sat on the bed, considering the letter. Névé’s eyes watered. She was so touched that her grandmother, whom she never knew, would care enough to leave her something. Lydia’s love surrounded her as though her grandma were in the room. Névé wiped her eyes and said, “I wish I’d known her.”


Jemma queried her PAL for the current value of US government bonds. “‘US government bonds are now rare,’” she said, reading. “‘Most have been redeemed since the formation of the NAUS. Under the treaty, the bonds will be honored at any money clearinghouse. To determine the value of a bond, enter the serial number here.’ Névé, these could be worth a lot of money.” Jemma entered the serial number of the first one, and a calculated value appeared: 10,000D. “Can that be right?” She entered the other serial numbers. “If these calculations are correct, summing the others could give a value of nearly fifty thousand dólares! No wonder she left this with Madam Angeline.”


Névé smiled through more tears, and her face lit up in a way that Jemma hadn’t seen for months. “Thank you, Grandma! You’ve given me my way out.” Névé put the US bonds carefully back into the envelope and tucked the letter into the book. A title was embossed in the leather along the book’s spine. It said, “The Message.” She’d have to look at it later and see why Madam Angeline thought it was worth reading. The girls sat and stared at each other. Névé said she wanted to get the bonds into an account in her name before her cousins discovered she had them. She suggested that she and Jemma meet the following morning for a makeover. She could now afford to remove the Sugarstik tattoo and travel to Austin. And then she remembered UD and how she could rescue him from Romano’s if no one claimed him.
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