
Introduction	

Harrow	(Present)	

	 Harrow	loved	to	hum.	He	was	a	wizard	and	a	maestro,	and	reigned	over	the	

orchestra	inside,	conducting	with	a	sultry	and	forbidding	presence	that	drew	it’s	might	from	

Harrow’s	fright	of	the	Song.		

	 The	Song	was	never	gentle.	It	never	lulled	Harrow	in,	or	drummed	him	into	

excitement;	rather,	it	screamed.	Seared	to	his	lobes,	it	sang	of	a	people	who	lived	

backwards.	Nonsense.		

	 The	aficionado	had	fortunately	kept	the	keening	under	control,	managing	the	pieces	

from	the	pit	below	well	enough	to	drown	out	the	Song.	So	as	Harrow	shook	his	head	and	

widened	dry,	tired	eyes	that	he	realized	were	already	open,	he	hummed	an	Oh.	Letting	the	

sound	grow	into	background	noise,	Harrow	peeled	aside	the	BoPet	door	in	front	of	him	and	

wondered	what	it	would	be	like	to	meet	a	backwards	person.	

	 With	the	click	of	the	closed	door	came	a	panicked	moment	of	darkness	that	nudged	

Harrow’s	feet	into	two	deliberate	stomps	which	he	hoped	would	summon	the	motion	

activated	lights	above.	The	orbs	groaned	and	awakened	the	room	into	a	groggy	mist,	

allowing	Harrow	to	unlock	his	limbs	and	shamble	toward	the	only	table	in	the	room.	The	

clear	containers	in	his	pudgy,	pasty	arms	held	rows	of	tiny	egg-shaped	chips	grouped	in	

fours.	He	stumbled,	first	over	himself	and	then	a	wheeled	chair	that	was	never	where	he	had	

left	it,	before	dropping	the	containers	on	the	table.	Harrow’s	hum	took	on	a	tune	of	surprise	

as	he	read	the	number	on	the	medical	chart	taped	to	the	Plexiglass	container	in	which	the	

ink-black	eggs	lay.	Only	2,000?	An	easy	night.	He	hummed	a	chuckle,	and	wheeled	toward	

the	door	to	check	the	chart	and	be	sure.	Well.	2,000	newborns.	2,000	chips.	He	began	to	

work.	

	 On	undemanding	nights	like	this	he	liked	to	scan	the	chips,	but	he	had	left	his	

scanner	in	his	locker	at	the	beginning	of	his	shift	at	the	hospital	and	was	far	too	lazy	to	

retrieve	it.	As	a	Postnatal	Nurse,	Harrow	was	rarely	asked	to	participate	in	large	bouts	of	

physical	exertion,	and	even	moderate	mobile	activity	was	rare.	A	soggy-footed	trek	down	

the	hall	from	lab	to	nursery	usually	landed	him	in	his	office:	a	chair	that	was	never	where	he	

had	it	last.	In	his	earlier	days,	when	he	had	first	been	employed	and	the	Keepers	weren’t	so	

tiny,	he	had	been	a	fit	man.		But	that	was	years	ago.	

	 Sephone	was	the	one	who	had	gotten	him	the	position.	Harrow	had	been	dating	her,	

though	he	heard	rumor	she	denied	it,	and	he	needed	a	job.	Her	mother	had	pulled	some	



strings,	and	a	PN	position	was	his	shortly	after.	Postnatal	Nurses’	only	task	was	to	insert	the	

disks,	and	so	they	were	not	considered	by	many	to	be	real	nurses.	Harrow	had	gotten	into	

an	argument	over	the	legitimacy	of	his	occupation	with	Sephone’s	father	at	the	burial.	For	

whatever	reason	the	man	blamed	Harrow,	though	he	and	Sephone	hadn’t	dated	for	at	least	a	

year	before	she	died.	Harrow	was	turning	away	from	his	short	stay	at	Sephone’s	casket	

when	Mr.	Abram	Canary	stopped	him.							

	 “You	know	why	65	percent	of	people	piss	in	the	shower,	boy?”		

	 A	muted	roar	of	confused	gasps	and	groans	escaped	the	mouths	of	others	caught	in-

between	the	casket	and	the	line	behind.	An	emaciated	“Abram,	leave	him	alone”	came	from	

Sephone’s	mother.	Harrow	smiled	and	waved	and	questioned	whether	it	was	burial	

appropriate	all	in	one	cringe.	

	 “Do	you	know	why	all	those	people	piss	in	the	shower?”	Abram	again.	

	 Harrow	rejected	the	urge	to	question	the	validity	of	the	statement,	and	instead	

shook	his	head	no.	“Well	I’ma	tell	you.	See,	about	10	percent	of	people	on	this	here	earth	

love	and	respect	God	almighty	enough	not	to	pollute	his	blessing	of	water	with	their	filthy	

urine.”		What	about	toilet	water?	Surely	you	piss	in	a	toilet,	sir,	Harrow	mused	silently.	Abram	

went	on.	

	 “25	percent	of	them	are	simply	too	trifling	and	lazy	to	take	their	rear	ends	to	a	toilet.		

And	the	other	65	percent,	(he	paused,	and	Harrow	waited)	are	full	of	fear.	See	when	you	

flush	the	toilet	right	before	you	shower	the	water	in	the	shower	is,	to	some,	unbearably	hot.	

It’s	like	God’s	liquid	hell.”	He	was	animated	now,	veins	and	eyes	bulging,	bones	quaking.	

“He’s	trying	to	warn	us	of	what’s	to	come	if	we	aren’t	living	right.	And	these	people,	they’re	

afraid	of	that	hot	water.	Either	that,	or	they’re	just	spoiled!	Gluttons;	afraid	of	being	

inconvenienced	by	water	that’s	just	not	the	right	temperature	for	them	at	that	moment.”	

Both	his	body	and	voice	held	still.	“So	they	wait	till	their	nasty	behinds	get	in	the	shower	

and	then	they	sin	all	over	that	porcelain.	You	ever	piss	in	the	shower,	boy?”		

	 Harrow	shook	his	trembling	head	in	a	way	he	hoped	said	no.	

	 “You	sure?		‘Cause	I	think	that’s	what	killed	Sephone.	Fear	is	contagious,	and	I	know	

she	didn’t	get	it	from	me.”	

	 Harrow	shook	his	flabby	face	to	free	it	of	the	memory	and	concentrated	again	on	his	

occupation.	He	picked	up	the	next	disk,	and	succumbing	to	the	uncanny	urge	to	become	

more	intimate	with	it,	removed	a	left	latex	glove	and	put	his	bare	skin	to	the	Keeper.	This,	of	

course	was	forbidden;	a	precaution	against	anything	tainted	ever	coming	in	contact	with	



something	so	ornately	intertwined	with	human	life.	But	Harrow	didn’t	know	one	person	

who’d	never	touched	a	disk.	

	 The	disk	was	insignificant	to	the	touch;	it	remained	still,	but	its	silence	keened,	

vomiting	a	tune	that	dribbled	all	over	his	humming	in	bearable	harmony,	inciting	memories	

of	Sephone’s	last	birthday	to	haunt	his	eyelids.	

	 Sephone	had	never	been	big	on	birthdays,	at	least	in	the	two	years	he	had	known	

her.	She’d	chosen	to	spend	the	majority	of	the	day	spitting	out	bored,	frustrated	sighs,	and	

had	unwrapped	with	disinterest	the	horde	of	gifts	that	had	arrived	for	her	at	his	apartment.	

That	night,	at	dinner,	she	was	absorbed	in	her	champagne,	embracing		the	glass	tighter	than	

she	did	any	of	the	dozens	of	people	there	observing	her	birthday.	

	 Sephone	opted	to	walk	from	the	restaurant	back	to	Harrow’s	apartment.	Her	

parents	remained	at	the	lavish	venue	in	order	to	polish	off	the	champagne,	and	so	the	

couple	stepped	alone	into	a	night	too	cold	for	celebration.	Sephone	was	drunk.	She	was	

under	alcohol’s	influence	often	in	her	last	days,	but	Harrow	had	few	qualms	with	Sephone’s	

habits,	as	she	had	given	him	little	reason	to.	So	he	had	kept	quiet	as	they	half	hustled	home,	

focusing	on	walking	straight	enough	for	them	both.	It	was	a	healthy	trek,	and	he	was	spent	

from	a	long	day	of	Keeper	insertion.	It	was	difficult	for	him	to	ignore	both	the	aching	in	his	

hands	and	the	strain	of	their	drunken	trot.	Eventually,	Sephone	slurred	a	few	sentences	

together,	demanding	that	he	pretend	to	ignore	his	discomfort.	

	 “Some	mother.”	

	 Harrow	had	heard	this	before,	so	he	waited.	

	 “She’d	sooner	see	me	dead	than	those	disks.”	

	 “You	know	that’s	not	true,	Sephone.”		

	 “I	know…”	Sephone	stopped	walking,	possibly	to	regain	her	thoughts.	“I	know	that	I	

know	more	than	you.	And	I	know	all	she	cares	about	are	Keepers.”	She	spit.	He	hoped	she	

had	missed	them	both.	

	 “I	was	born	into	a	world	that	was	already	dead.	And	a	family	that	was	already	full.”	

More	from	Sephone	as	she	slurred	down	the	sidewalk,	and		Harrow	relented,	

acknowledging	that	his	grasp	of	the	Seventh	Seal	Initiative	could	in	no	way	compare	to	that	

of	the	Cavallo	heir.		

	 “Every	day	we	celebrate	a	million	birthdays.	Another	life.	Another	vain,	predestined	

canister	with	a	half-accurate	expiration	date	stitched	to	its	ass.	Don’t	you	see?	The	futility?”	

This	from	Sephone	on	her	20th	birthday,	less	than	a	year	before	she’d	died.	It	was	the	last	



time	he	heard	Sephone	speak	of	the	Seventh	Seal	Initiative.	Harrow	shook	his	face	again,	but	

the	memories,	this	time,	remained,	embedded	in	the	flab.	He	cranked	the	tunes	up	in	his	

head	and	went	back	to	work.	

	

Sephone	(The	Evening	After	the	Celebration)	

	 There	were	two	sentinels	on	the	train	today.	They	towered	over	the	travelers	with	a	

canine	energy,	like	guard	dogs	on	the	eve	of	a	rights	of	passage	from	puppyhood	into	

houndhood.	Their	hungry	pupils	saw	all	and	none	of	the	travelers	at	once,	exuding	a	

nonchalant	and	insalubrious	presence	that	caused	the	riders	to	grimace	with	each	

superfluous	glance	or	whisper	that	clamored	against	the	silky	drumming	of	the	glorified	

train.	

							As	Sephone	Canary	flexed	a	cramped	toe	to	distance	herself	from	the	officers,	she	found	

herself	able	only	to	stand	still,	canned	on	the	Subtran.	Her	visits	to	the	subterranean	transit	

system	were	always	a	pleasure,	a	strange,	ill	pleasure	which	she	had	yet	to	conquer.	

	Harrow,	during	the	nondescript	car	rides	that	were	either	too	long,	too	boring,	and	too	

often	both,	questioned	her	regularly	about	her	obsession	with	these	people,	these	trodden,	

shiftless	people,	their	bodies	slick	from	the	heat	of	the	slick	body	beside,	their	memories	of	

the	day	still	frigid.	

							Sephone’s	vision	was	branded	with	vivid	portraits	of	these	dismal	mobs,	and	she	

pondered	them	while	grasping	onto	the	closest	rail	in	

a	manner	as	desperate	as	it	was	controlled.	The	portraits	were	

weapons;	distractions	barring	her	from	some	higher	purpose	she	could	never	find,	and	the	

images	kept	her	from	people	watching	with	thoughts	as	frazzled	as	trains	evolving	into	

tribal	territories	and	their	riders	into	warriors.	She	enjoyed	monitoring	these	people,	

learning.	Sephone	had	found	she	was	a	visual	learner	in	some	grade	school	class	long	ago,	

and	she,	considering	it	the	better	of	the	choices	because	eyes	are	always	more	trustworthy	

than	ears,	had	embraced	it.	The	portraits	threatened	that	embrace.	

							Somewhere	around	her	pole,	a	woman	was	teaching	a	man	to	read.	The	man	was	slow	in	

understanding	the	words,	and	the	teacher	even	slower	in	understanding	him.	Sephone	

could	not	see	them	through	the	shroud	of	arms,	legs	and	downcast	dispositions	pasted	onto	

the	travellers’	postures	and	cheekbones,	and	so	lamented	that	she’d	have	to	rely	on	the	

parts	of	her	head	in	which	she	had	the	least	faith.	She	attempted	what	she	believed	to	be	a	

straining	of	her	ears	and	amidst	the	outcry	of	the	rails.	Sephone	garnered	disjointed	



phonetic	exclamations	(from	the	man)	in-between	grunts	and	expletives	(from	the	woman)	

that	did	not	tell	the	man	whether	he	needed	to	read	better	or	louder.	Either	the	man	or	

teacher	was	forcefully	hissing	an	unpleasant	sound	when	Sephone	allowed	her	cramped	toe	

to	follow	a	fluctuating	piece	of	the	shroud	and	lead	through	doors	that	opened	up	into	a	

world	that	lay	still.	The	toe	dragged	along	as	she	carried	herself	up	the	filth-filled	stairway,	

randomly	stubbing	itself	on	stairs	and	smut	on	its	reluctant	ascent	toward	the	chilled	

evening	above,	with	its	dim	lighting	and	stagnant	odor.	

	 Sephone’s	shoes,	abundant	more	in	comfort	than	structure,	offered	her	little	support	

as	she	made	her	way	down	the	pockmarked	road	that	led	to	Harrow’s	apartment.	A	

cyclopsed	white	cat	strove	to	keep	its	lonely	eye	on	her	as	she	shuffled,	its	head	twitching	

back	and	forth	on	a	neck	stayed	between	two	gears,	a	compensation	for	the	left	eye	that	had	

gone	missing.	With	every	step	she	half	took,	the	cat	twitched,	twitched,	blinked.	The	eerie	

pattern	bought	to	mind	Harrow,	and	how	he	watched	her	in	that	way	of	his,	always	more	

with	his	head	than	his	eyes.	And	so	the	first	thing	uttered	when	Harrow	opened	the	door	to	

usher	her	in	was	“A	cat	I	saw	today	reminded	me	of	you.”	

	 “What?”	He	gave	the	reply	often.	

	 “Really	strong	neck	muscles.”		

	 She	looked	around	the	apartment	as	she	said	this,	wondering	how	anyone	who	

loved	her	could	live	there.		She	and	the	place	were	so	alike	that	they	were	different;	both	so	

empty	of	emotion,	but	only	one	of	them	yearning	to	be	filled.	Harrow	either	did	not	care	to,	

or	simply	did	not	understand	emotion.	Thus,	while	Sephone	mourned	silently	at	the	

ignorance	that	had	spawned	the	prison-grey	paint	and	the	dead	black	sofa	where	she	often	

slept,	Harrow	lauded	his	decorating	prowess.	The	odiously	plain	blinds	were	to	Sephone	

strange	and	familiar,	specters	from	her	dreams.	Towards	the	rear	of	the	living	room	of	the	

one-bedroom	apartment	was	a	blue	bookcase,	crowded	with	the	literature	Harrow	had	only	

tore	open	in	those	frantic	and	helpless	seconds	preceding	pop	quizzes	during	his	stint	at	the	

state	school.	Sephone	had	spent	many	nights	draped	over	that	coffin	of	a	couch,	embracing	

Atlas	Shrugged	in	a	way	that	she	hoped	would	explain	to	this	man,	with	his	immobile	eyes	

and	his	fleshy	existence,	how	she	held	the	things	she	really	loved.	She’d	never	had	the	heart	

to	break	his;	to	elucidate	for	him	that	her	disgust	with	the	apartment’s	décor	was	only	a	

microcosm	of	her	disdain	for	his	own	ornamentation.		

	 Sephone	looked	up	at	Harrow	and	saw	that	his	head	had	followed	her	to	the	kitchen.	

Like	that	poor	cat.	The	cat	again.	An	image	of	the	handicapped	feline	stumbled	behind	her	



eyelids	aimlessly,	listlessly,	whenever	she	blinked.	Last	month	it	had	been	babies,	infants	in	

the	most	innocent	sense,	freshly	born	and	washed	and	sheathed	in	comfort	and	tiny	iv	

sockets.	She	did	not	remember	from	where	the	effigy	came,	but	once	it	had	arrived	it	had	

been	dreadfully	slow	in	removing	itself,	appearing	most	often	as	an	unapologetically	

depraved	mural	that	stayed	itself	on	Harrow’s	ceiling	through	the	course	of	her	nights	on	

the	sofa.	Towards	the	end	of	the	spiritless	November	just	past,	she	was	anguished	enough	to	

stay	up	for	four	days	watching	every	film	she	could	find	with	smiling	babies.	Locating	such	

films	had	proved	a	more	difficult	task	than	even	she	believed,	and	so	in-between	

discovering	films	she	made	perfunctory	trips	to	the	kitchen	for	applesauce	and	careening	

sprints	to	the	apartment’s	only	bathroom.	Sephone	was	under	the	spell	of	the	romance	

between	applesauce	and	toilet	in	the	early	evening	of	the	fifth	day,	yesterday,	when	Harrow	

came	to	escort	her	to	her	birthday	dinner.		

	 And	now,	that	cat.	Sephone	had	endured	a	remarkable	morning	for	someone	in	her	

condition,	raising	her	still	drunk	muscles	before	Harrow	had	even	thought	about	rolling	to	

work.	She’d	ruffled	her	abysmally	black	hair	with	the	same	sweater	that	dusted	the	lids	of	

her	bronze	irises,	shifted	her	small,	slim	figure	into	her	strongest	coat,	and	released	herself	

to	the	outdoors.	She	had	walked	until	her	coat	was	weary	and	her	bones	chilled,	and	then	

caught	the	nearest	Subtran	to	her	parents’	home.	An	oddly	yet	pleasantly	ordinary	day,	as	

compared	to	those	of	late.	And	then,	the	cat.		

************************end	of	soft	edit*************************	

Isis	(The	Evening	After	the	Celebration)	

	 Isis	stood	in	front	of	a	sink	more	immaculate	and	grand	than	most	homes,	scouring	

away	at	her	dish.	The	plate	was	not	hers	by	choice,	but	by	compulsion.	It	was	never	clean,	

though	never	used,	and	Isis	had	grown	exhaustingly	frightened	of	it.		There	was	an	arcane	

feel	to	the	slab,	some	untouched	blemish	underneath	the	eroding	layers	of	china,	strata	that	

warred	to	keep	the	plate	intact	in	spite	Isis’	uniform	abuse.	The	maid,	a	meekly	and	invisible	

woman	whose	name	Isis	did	not	know	and	whose	work	and	presence	she	did	not	trust,	had	

once	made	herself	known	to	the	empty	world	that	was	Isis’	home,	and	had	asked	if	Mrs.	

Cavallo	would	please	allow	her	to	wash	the	dish	while	Isis	made	use	of	a	more	ornate	and	

sterile	plate	from	the	bowels	of	the	china	closet	that	was	never	opened.	Isis	had	replied	with	

an	embarrassing	glare,	one	that	had	snarled	and	sent	the	maid	back	into	obscurity.	

Someone,	Isis	was	not	sure	who,	had	once	carried	out	an	attempt	at	relieving	her	of	her	

obsession	and	disposing	of	the	plate,	and	Isis	had	ravaged	the	frigid	mansion	until	she	



discovered	the	fetish	in	a	garbage	bag	waiting	to	be	taken	out	to	the	dumpster.	Isis	had	sat	

among	tattered	trash	bags	and	the	rancid	remains	of	meals	once	splendid,	clutching	her	

plate	and	weeping	until	Sephone	had	come	and	lead	Isis	and	her	plate	to	a	shower.		

	 Isis	noted	a	sound	foreign	to	the	silent	screech	of	the	faucet	and	the	vigorous	

scrubbing	of	her	plate,	and	turned	to	find	Sephone	stepping	into	the	kitchen,	studying	a	

ceiling	too	high	to	decorate	with	anything	more	than	a	cake	of	off-white	paint	that	worked	

offset	all	of	the	black	and	steel	kitchen	appliances	that	crowded	the	corners	of	the	spacious	

room.		Though	others	often	remarked	that	the	two	were	similar	enough	in	looks	to	be	twins,	

Isis	had	never	seen	the	resemblance.	Her	daughter’s	face	was	startling	to	her,	and	though	

she	strived	her	damndest	to	understand	and	practice	loving	her	child,	she	was,	after	two	

decades,	wary	of	Sephone’s	smile.		

	 Her	daughter	had	perfected	an	exceptional	smile,	one	that	was	both	disdainfully	

cheery.	Isis	had	long	foregone	the	practice	of	smiling,	and	she	worried	for	her	child,	

discerning	that	only	a	person	whose	reality	was	steeped	in	solitude	could	evoke	a	smile	that	

evoked	such	pain	in	others.		

	 “Something	on	the	twenty	year	old’s	mind?”	

	 Sephone	brought	her	face	down	from	the	ceiling	and	to	the	plate	in	her	mother’s	

hands.	“Nothing,	really.	Something	on	yours?”	

	 “My	daughter’s	safety.”	Not	a	complete	lie.	“How’d	you	get	here?”	

	 Isis	watched	as	Sephone	looked	away	from	her	dripping	forearms	and	at	the	black	

tile	on	which	she	stood.	Her	daughter	lifted	a	foot	and	flexed	its	leg,	which	seemed	more	

tensed	than	the	rest	of	her	person.		“Sub-tran.”	

	 “Harrow	told	us	you	were	too	drunk	to	stand	up	straight	last	night.”		

	 “Harrow’s	got	a	big	mouth.	How’s	work?”	

	 Sephone’s	mother	stopped	scrubbing	and	released	sickly	palms	and	soggy	fingers	

into	a	blood	red	dishtowel.	The	towel	was	a	gaudy	addition	to	the	lifeless	kitchen,	but	it	was	

December,	and	she	still	remembered	Christmas.	Her	eyes	shifted,	and	in	their	rise	caught	

the	dainty	window	pasted	above	her	sink.	Through	the	frame	was	a	crowded	view	of	the	

homes	further	down	the	significant	rise	on	which	she	lived.	On	the	frames	of	the	structures	

flickered	shadows	of	a	vicious	fall,	products	of	dead	trees	and	a	sallow	light	bulb	snared	in	

the	lamppost	nearby.	The	bulb	etched	spirits	onto	the	sullied	piles	of	snow	that	remained	

outside,	fringed	with	rocks	and	dirt,	monuments	of	the	campaigns	of	Winter	against	Fall.	

Each	year,	Winter	had	grown	feebler,	had	invaded	with	fewer	flocks	of	flurries,	and	for	some	



time	now,	Isis	had	only	thought	of	winter	as	a	brief	reprieve	where	rain	clotted	and	skies	

paled.	She	feared	the	war	was	over,	that	Fall	had	conquered	and	would	soon	demand	all	call	

her	Autumn.	Her	memory	of	Christmas	was	her	own	final	stand,	and	the	dishtowel	an	

ensign.		

	 Isis	did	not	know	how	work	was.	It	had	been	so	long	since	she	had	done	what	she	

thought	was	work,	so	long	since	she’d	had	a	day	worth	taking	note	of.	Her	mind,	still	stalled	

as	to	a	response	for	Sephone,	wandered	to	her	keeper.	She	never	kept	the	device	on	her	

person,	as	a	testimony	to	her	belief	that	the	devices	were	supposed	to	be	used	in	

moderation,	and	never	depended	upon.	Lately,	though,	travelling	from	any	room	to	hers	had	

become	such	a	hassle	that	she	was	considering	carrying	it	on	her	person,	only	for	

convenience’s	sake.	She	made	a	note	to	put	the	keeper	in	her	pocket	as	she	moved	past	

Sephone	in	the	doorway,	emerged	from	the	kitchen	and	was	thrown	down	a	hall	of	lonely	

rooms	into	a	staircase	tailed	by	a	right.	She	was	persuaded	down	a	stretch	of	claustrophobic	

coves	and	shoved	around	a	corner	all	just	to	lunge	for	the	nightstand	drawer	that	entombed	

her	keeper.	Isis	shot	a	blind	hand	in	and	groped	and	tensed	her	fingertips	for	the	tremble	

that	always	trailed	the	device’s	leaden	embrace.	It	was	a	deceitfully	crude	device;	all	she	

need	do	was	insert	the	silver	slip	into	the	invisible	slot	in	her	left	bicep.	She	managed	to	

quell	the	fear	that	the	tiny	tick	engorging	itself	on	the	slip	did	not	manage	to	creep	its	way	

into	the	crevice	while	within	a	microscopic	computer	assessed	her	vital	functions.	She	was	a	

genius.		

	 In	the	time	it	took	for	her	to	insert,	breathe,	commit,	Sephone	was	there,	in	front	of	

her,	with	a	face	full	of	malignity	and	her	eyes	on	the	keeper	Isis	was	too	slow	in	releasing.	

Isis	slid	her	invention	out	without	succumbing	to	the	ravaging	desire	to	glance	at	the	small	

monitor	on	the	tick’s	back.	Her	hands	moved	blindly	again,	placing	the	keeper	into	and	

closing	the	drawer,	while	their	owner	cursed	her	peripherals	for	catching	Sephone’s	grin,	

though	Isis	looked	away	from	both	her	works.	She	was	a	coward.	

	

Abram	

	 Abram	fought	to	keep	the	cold	off	of	his	person	as	best	he	could	on	his	travels	up	the	

road	from	work	to	home.	It	was	not	just	a	shiver,	a	sniffle,	or	a	numbing,	but	a	presence-a	

living	coat	that	fell	from	everywhere	and	lingered	no	matter	the	determination	with	which	

Abram	strode.	He	paid	little	attention	to	the	landscape	that	hemmed	him	in	on	either	side;	a	

graveyard	to	his	left,	an	arboretum	on	his	right.	In	earlier	days	the	landscape	had	



confounded	him,	but	with	time	and	practice	Abram	had	molted	his	confusion	down	to	a	

numbing	indifference,	one	that	comforted	him	at	current,	caressing	chilled	bones	with	an	

odorless	and	tepid	familiarity.	In	his	peripheral	vision	he	caught	glimpses	of	the	graveyard	

and	noted	minor	changes	in	passing:	a	new,	but	bland	bouquet	of	store-bought	flowers	atop	

the	totem	of	a	lonely	soul;	a	deep,	mossy	stone	recently	uprighted	yet	still	illegible;	the	

absence	of	graffiti	from	the	sign	that	guarded	the	haunt’s	entrance.	

	 The	sign	stood	as	a	monument	more	than	a	tool	for	guidance,	a	reminder	that	at	one	

time,	people	everywhere	were	dying	in	what	now	seemed	like	uncontrollable	droves.		In	

past,	death	had	been	an	everyday	occurrence.	Painful,	yet	customary.	But	now,	with	so	few	

new	bodies	to	fertilize	the	land,	the	graveyard	was	often	kept	unkempt	and	almost	savage.	

The	sign,	with	its	recently	polished	face,	reflected	the	myriads	of	dreary	toned	greenery	in	

the	plot	across	from	it.	Foliage	hung	heavy	atop	bronzed	trunks	and	stems,	mirrored	over	

the	etched	name	of	some	forgotten	saint,	patron	of	the	parish	that	had	once	owned	the	land.	

	 Without	warning,	Abram’s	feet	carried	him	along	a	veering	course,	past	the	sign	and	

through	the	unprotected	graveyard.	The	arboretum,	gated	high	and	sturdy,	urged	him	on	

with	it’s	unwelcoming	aura,	bidding	Abram	to	remove	himself		as	best	he	could	from	where	

the	grove	was	rooted.	He	dodged	rcks	that	might	have	been	pillars	before	the	ground	

swallowed,	and	found	himself	stumbling	from	soft	patch	to	soft	patch.	The	man,	heedless,	

wondered	if	moles	or	some	other	subterranean	terror	had	tunneled	through	the	ghostly	

ground.	He	trailed	through	the	land,	still	aiming	homeward,	still	fighting	back	the	cold.		

	 Leaving	the	heavily	weeded	lot	when	the	hill	that	held	his	home	came	into	view,	

Abram	trudged	on,	warding	off	a	bitter	wind	that	seemed	to	come	from	the	crest	of	the	hill,	

gathering	himself	to	enter	the	estate.	For	some	time,	Abram	stayed	himself	at	the	side	door	

to	the	Canary	dwelling,	steeling	himself	so	as	not	to	carry	in	the	cold.	He	fostered	a	silent	

appreciation	for	the	door;	the	others	in	the	building	were	so	authoritative,	so	final.	The	side	

door	was	much	more	amiable,	and	it	never	let	the	cold	in.		

	 Without	paying	much	attention	to	how,	Abram	saw	the	side	door	open	and	felt	the	

cold	prepare	to	lunge	from	his	person	to	his	home.	He	shook	himself	slightly,	noting	the	

bead	of	sweat	poring	on	his	forehead,	and	stepped	into	the	massive	structure.	In	the	black	

marble	entryway	he	saw	the	maid,	on	her	way,	it	seemed,	to	the	kitchen.	He	greeted	her	

with	a	nameless	nod	and	moved	in	the	direction	of	his	den.	It	was	a	room	bordered	with	

plush	chairs	and	overly	furred	throw	rugs,	both	of	which	he	avoided	using.	Abram	found	his	

wooden	armchair	and	felt	his	mouth	grimace	upwards	as	it	creaked	under	his	weight.	He	



was	a	big	man,	not	in	girth	but	in	height,	standing	just	a	few	inches	under	seven	feet	tall.		He	

was	often	hunched,	however,	and	so	appeared	much	smaller	than	he	truly	was.	In	the	chair,	

Abram	closed	his	lids,	but	not	his	eyes,	listening	for	the	steps	of	his	daughter,	steps	he	knew	

would	come.	As	friendly	as	Sephone	was,	she	had	few	companions,	and	the	occupants	of	

their	home	other	than	he	were	often	too	lost	in	themselves	to	embrace	someone	so	lonely.		

	 “Why	don’t	you	ever	do	the	dishes?”	

	 Abram	avoided	the	interrogative	accusation.	“Good	evening,	Sephone.”	

	 “Why	do	we	always	have	the	maid	wash	the	dishes?	It’s	not	that	difficult	of	a	task.	“	

	 “The	maid	needs	work.”	

	 “But	the	dishes	do	not	need	the	maid.”	

	 Abram’s	eyes	widened,	then	shrank	under	spent	lids.	“Your	mother	must	have	been	

in	the	kitchen	again.”	

	 Abram	listened	to	his	daughter	scuffle	her	way	across	the	room	and	swathe	herself	

across	a	chair	he’d	never	sat	in.	

	 “Maybe	I	will	find	a	different	maid.	A	man.	One	who	loathes	the	idea	of	washing	

another	man’s	dish.”	A	front	Abram	hoped	would	dissuade	his	daughter	from	her	line	of	

questioning.	The	maid	was	a	good	one,	and	worked	hard,	harder	than	anyone	in	the	home,	

harder	than	anyone	Abram	knew.	

	 “Unless	you	plan	to	pay	him	to	sleep	with	mom,	I	don’t	think	that	will	change	

anything.”	

	 “What	are	you	trying	to	change?	Your	mother	is	unhappy	with	me?”	

	 “No.	Should	she	be?	Do	you	touch	her?”	

	 “Every	night.”	

	 “Oh.”	

	 The	father	lost	himself	in	a	dreadful	reverie	of	he	and	his	partner’s	nightly	regimen.	

For	years	now,	the	act	of	sex	had	been	habit.	Isis	had	not	moaned	in	what	seemed	like	eons,	

had	not	gasped	or	groaned	or	gripped	his	loins	in	so	long	that	Abram	felt	he	had	been	

making	love	to	a	lifeless	body	for	seasons;	eons.	A	disconcerting	image,	he	sometimes	

observed,	trying	to	create	life	from	something,	someone,	so	dead.	His	ears	caught	Sephone	

sitting	up.	

	 “I	stopped	having	sex	with	Harrow,	and	he’s	just	as	batty	as	your	wife.	That’s	why	I	

ask.”	



	 “We	are	all	a	little	batty,	Sephone.”	A	silent	pause	followed,	and	so	he	offered,	

“Today	I	hiked	through	a	graveyard.”	

	 “The	one	down	the	hill.	For	what?”	

	 “For	fun.”	

	 “Well,	then,	I	don’t	think	you’re	batty	at	all.”	

	 The	chair	sighed	with	relief	as	Sephone	slid	to	her	feet.	Abram	felt	his	lids	come	

alive,	parting	them	to	find	his	daughter	gone.	He	stood	and	paced	the	den,	careful	not	to	step	

on	the	rugs	dominating	the	floor,	and	pondered	the	impossibility	that	his	child	was	the	

sanest	soul	he	knew.	Maybe	he’d	have	her	see	a	doctor	soon.	The	man	ignored	his	stomach’s	

famished,	desperate	roar,	and	began	to	make	his	way	to	the	bedroom.	His	wife	was	waiting.	

Esper	(One	November	Later)	

	 The	stairs	of	Mt.	Carmel	Baptist	Church	were	a	shambling	portrait,	the	burnt	and	

gutless	carcass	of	the	building	a	canvass	for	the	shadows	scrabbling	to	and	from	the	

building	beside.			

	 Esper’s	shadow	reached	into	the	scene,	swimming	over	charred	chunks	of	

splintered	wood	and	the	rubbled	remains	of	a	place	once	holy.	Swiftly	and	smoothly,	her	

shadow	arrived	at	the	next	building,	where	the	Volunteers	waited.	It	had	always	struck	

Esper	as	odd	that	they	came	to	the	Volunteers,	and	that	her	being	there	was	never	

voluntary.		

	 The	Volunteers	were	lost.	Esper	was	unsure	of	this,	but	it	was	said,	and	the	council,	

for	whatever	reason,	thought	it	necessary	to	alight	the	beacons	of	energy	that	was	she	and	

her	peers	in	the	humble	doorframe	of	this	behemoth	of	a	building,	the	131st	Seventh	Seal	

Regional	Mission.		

	 Esper	did	not	feel	like	a	beacon	of	light.	She	did	not	want	to	be	here,	to	learn	from	

and	teach	those	who	lived	by	the	Keepers.	The	Keepers	were	a	conception	of	a	decade	long	

passed	away;	an	eerie	era,	where	the	stench	of	death	was	all	over	the	world,	wheezing	its	

way	into	every	thought	and	prayer.	Such	a	sickly	nonchalance	had	grown	from	the	

wheezing-had	leeched	itself	like	some	bulbous	roundworm	to	the	recurrency-	that	death	

had	become	to	so	many	soma.		

	 Some	grew	as	disinterested	with	death-so	numb,	and	ostensibly,	fearless-as	to	seek	

to	limit	the	entity,	as	eyes,	dials	and	gears	had	time.	In	fact,	their	loose	clasp	on	time	was	an	

aid.	The	scientists	bore	a	mild	and	boastful	understanding	of	time,	the	incomprehensible	

entity	that	they	themselves	had	created.	The	scientists	sought	to	use	clocks	in	order	to	



predict	death’s	ascent	onto	the	body.	Time,	to	them,	was	death’s	herald,	and	so,	as	they	grew	

in	number	and	influence,	so	did	the	prevalence	of	the	name	by	which	they	were	called:	

Seventh	Seal.	

	 The	Keeper	proved	a	useful	voodoo	when	paired	with	soma’s	flesh-	fitting	because	

the	tools	by	which	time	and	death	were	tamed	were	first	created	as	a	cautionary	tool	for	

military	personnel.	Optional	at	its	inception,	insertion	consisted	of	a	minor	surgery	that	

resulted	in	a	small	chamber,	an	invisible	slot	of	super	alloy	implanted	into	the	forearms	of	

soldiers.	Merely	a	means	of	monitoring	health,	these	slots	held	space	for	the	Keepers,	a	disk,	

long	and	thin,	that	fit	into	the	flat	fingernail	slot	of	super	alloy	and	incited	a	technology	that	

monitored	the	nervous	system	and	translated	it	into	code.	Seventh	Seal	scientists,	after	eons	

of	grappling,	eventually	conquered	the	beast	enough	to	have	translated	the	code	and	its	

most	common	patterns.	The	most	prevalent	of	these	patterns,	quite	simply	and	morbidly,	

was	the	slow	and	deliberate	decomposition	of	the	soma	body.		

	 These	patterns	were	translated	into	countdowns,	so	that	soldiers	and	persons	of	

state	interest	might	record	the	ever-decreasing	value	of	their	vital	systems.	The	disk,	a	

permanent	fixation	in	the	arm	slot,	sent	a	signal:	a	flash	of	sinister	data	bearing	the	status	

and	resulting	life	expectancy	of	the	user’s	most	vital	organs	and	processes.	The	data	was	

recorded	at	the	Seventh	Seal	headquarters,	and	simultaneously	to	whichever	tool	the	user	

might	have	at	their	disposal-	Seventh	Seal	calibrated	monitors,	tablets,	communicators,	and	

watches.	7S	scientists	were	said	to	be	always	striving,	scrambling	to	keep	hold	of	their	

patents	of	7S	tech,	working	to	keep	food	in	their	mouths,	and	control	of	their	technology	out	

of	the	hands	of	those	who	might	use	the	tool	for	a	purpose	other	than	what	the	scientists	

deemed	to	be	in	the	interest	of	national	defense.	Esper	was	not	one	such	soma.	As	a	

ParaSulc,	she	and	the	other	visitors	to	the	mission	that	day	were	keeperless.		

	 Tradition	told	that	ParaS	were	determined	at	birth,	and	connected	by	two	things:	

the	inability	to	dream,	and	the	biological	absence	of	a	fold	in	the	brain,	the	Paracingulate	

Sulcus.	Brainwaves	and	sleeping	patterns	of	infants	were	evaluated	before	Keeper	insertion.	

As	the	differentiating	brain	fold	was	nearly	always	passed	on	genetically,	these	tests	were	

argued	to	be	a	superfluous	preventative	measure	against	ParaS	realizing	the	disconcerting	

experience	of	the	use	of	Keepers	and	other	7S	tech.	This	is	what	7S	policy	established;	what	

somaiety	believed.	

	 Esper	was	well	aware	of	the	divide	between	she	and	the	Kept.	She	understood	that	

the	Kept	were	of	a	different	nature;	that	for	her	to	involve	herself	with	a	Kept,	though	not	



banned,	was	certainly	looked	down	upon	by	both	the	Kept	and	the	ParaS.	To	her,	the	Kept	

would	always	be	Craven,	and	to	Craven,	she	would	always	be	a	Sulker.		

The	Seventh	Seal	institution	now	spanned	generations,	and	the	benefits	reaped	were	

statistically	undeniable.	Crime	rates,	particularly	that	of	homicide,	had	fallen	lower	than	

they	had	been	since	initial	recording.	Suicide	amongst	Kept	became	a	jovial	topic,	material	

for	comedies	and	comedians;	a	mistake	made	by	ancestors	who	knew	not	the	value	of	their	

time	alive.	Weapons	were	intangible	on	the	public	market.	They	served	only	to	undercut	the	

laborious	work	of	7S	scientists,	technicians	and	administrators,	as	they	cut	away	life	force,	

and	thus	rendered	7S	records	and	predictions	inaccurate.	

	 Esper	found	great	irony	in	the	Craven	way	of	life,	or	death.	How	a	somaiety	could	

live	in	such	fear	of	death	as	to	limit	it	with	physical	constraints,	and	rely	on	technology	and	

policies	that	demanded	dependence	on	the	Keepers.		She	could	not	appreciate	the	way	they	

could	that	patient	acceptance;	watching	and	waiting	for	death,	their	souls	and	hearts	self-

destructing	long	before	their	flesh.	To	Esper,	the	Kept	were	already	dead.	The	Kept,	

similarly,	felt	for	the	Sulkers	and	their	ignorance.	The	Missions	were	manifestations	of	their	

sympathy,	the	Volunteers	agents	of	their	self-righteous	benevolence.	All	this	Esper	had	

known	before	her	first	visit	to	Mission	131.	She	had	observed	the	ways	in	which	the	Kept	

and	ParaSulcs	interacted,	had	seen	how	media,	through	their	choice	of	content,	always	

distinguished	to	whom	a	particular	program	was	for,	had	learned	how	7S	determined	soma	

access	to	media.	

	Though	the	Volunteers	were	more	than	willing	to	express	their	aforementioned	

sympathy	in	their	explanations	of	the	way	the	Kept	world	worked,	they	were	never	willing,	

or	able,	to	express	empathy.	Esper	noted	the	way	Craven	pitied	she	and	her	peers,	but	did	

not	try	to	understand	them.	She	prided	herself	on	her	ability	to	identify	with	the	Kept	in	

ways	they	could	not	with	her.	Despite	some	of	her	companions’	reluctance	to	obey	the	

Council’s	will,	Esper	was	typically	thrilled	to	visit	Mission	131,	to	exchange	knowledge	and	

ideas	and	contempt	with	the	Craven.	Today,	though,	Esper	was	unusually	put	off	by	her	

immediate	surroundings,	and	at	how	desolate	this	place	of	hope	and	enlightenment	

appeared	to	be.		

	 Mission	131	was	the	oldest	extant	mission,	the	first	130	having	been	demolished	to	

make	room	for	more	significant	architectural	wonders.	This	was	not	a	scheduled	visit,	but	

the	response	to	a	distress	call-it	had	been	reported	that	some	volunteers	in	Mission	131	

were	longing	for	someone	to	talk	to.	Being	that	Volunteers	were	not	allowed	to	leave	the	



mission,	and	the	staff	was	forbidden	to	speak	with	them	concerning	occurrences	within	the	

mission,	Esper	and	a	few	dozen	of	her	peers	were	recruited	to	visit	the	Volunteers	and	listen	

to	them	recount	their	recurring	nightmares	of	IV	sockets	littering	bodies	and	other	strange	

nighttime	happenings.		

Timorous	and	unenthused,	Esper	watched	as	the	older	chaperone	of	her	group	

spoke	into	the	voice-activated	intercom	that	entombed	their	key	to	entry.	

Esper’s	melancholy	vacuumed	the	chamber,	saturating	the	lungs	in	the	space	with	a	

breathable	unease.	She	moved	carefully,	as	she	noted	that	her	youth-shaped,	angst-filled	

shell	carried	Sephone’s	eyes	from	the	surly	entrance	to	a	corridor	flustering	with	lackluster	

chemical	light.		

Sephone	 	

	 ParaSulc	visitors	often	harbored	nervous	spirits,	and	on	visits	to	the	mission	their	

timidity	shone	from	the	narrow	cavity	that	restrained	the	door,	flooding	into	the	lobby	

where	the	Volunteers	were.	The	Volunteers’	soggy-footed,	hungry	forms	smoldered,	fueled	

by	amalgamations	of	pride,	envy,	and	diffidence.	The	Volunteers’	excitement	at	experiencing	

contact	with	living	beings	that	existed	outside	the	mission	overcame	those	darker	notions	

cradled	in	their	Craven	lobes.	These	visits	were	an	opportunity	for	the	Volunteers	to	taste,	

pity,	and	condemn	a	world	of	uncertainty,	where	the	will	of	death	was	not	an	ever-present	

manifestation.	The	Volunteers-Craven	who	endured	their	various	terms	of	life	in	the	

mission,	worked	for	the	sake	of	preserving	and	recording	history	in	an	era	where	the	clench	

of	time	and	history	was	weary-	were	compelled	toward	the	slotless,	brandless	limbs	and	

digits	of	the	ParaS,	and	the	significance	of	the	absence	of	that	hallowed	mark:	the	capability	

to	flow	through	the	annals	of	history	unrecorded;	to	perceive	death	as	an	unknown	thrill	as	

opposed	to	a	countdown	to	inevitability.		

	 Sephone	was	one	of	few	non-Volunteer	Craven	who	set	foot	in	the	mission.	It	

haunted	her,	this	hopeless	edifice,	permeating	her	being	with	no	hint	of	purpose.	For	this	

reason,	Sephone	worked	at	Mission	131.	For	this	reason,	no	other	soma	stayed	for	long.	

Sephone	possessed	an	absurdly	acute	understanding	of	the	nature	of	the	development	of	

missions	and	Volunteers;	a	distinct	craving	to	empathize	with	these	singular	Craven.	She	

had	worked	to	instill	this	same	desire	in	many	a	Craven	colleague-	all	temporary-	and	to	

even	more	visiting	ParaS.	Her	colleagues	rarely	remained	after	a	few	days.	The	visitors	

seemed	to	hear,	but	there	existed	a	block-a	disconnect	that	left	them	able	accept	the	



existence	of	the	haunting	presence	that	cased	the	mission,	yet	still	disinclined	to	discover	

why.	

							 Esper	alone	had	adopted	this	spirit	and	allowed	it	to	manifest	itself	within	her.	

Esper,	who	did	not	think	that	being	here	was	too	depressing;	Esper,	who	was	not	squeamish	

at	the	sight	of	a	brand	or	slot;	Esper,	who	today	stood	with	the	crowd	of	ParaS	in	the	lobby	

and	did	not	speak	to	Sephone	or	the	volunteers,	did	not	break	the	weighty	force	of	tension	

bearing	down.	Esper,	on	this	day,	when	Sephone	had	so	much	to	speak	with	her	about.	

	 Sephone	waited	for	Esper	to	see	her	and	pretend	she	hadn’t	before	she	strode	

gainfully,	her	toe	throbbing,	towards	the	cowardly	crowd	of	ParaS	to	bring	out	Esper.	Some	

new	ParaS,	who	did	not	know	Sephone,	and	believed	she	might	be	a	Volunteer,	crumbled	

backwards	in	retreat	as	Sephone	stretched	out	her	hand.	The	mass	stumbled	back	and	

stifled	screams	in	sections	as	Sephone’s	hand	pushed	past.	A	huff	of	relief	and	good	riddance	

was	exhumed	from	the	crowd	as	the	pair	split	from	lobby,	and	evolved	into	one	of	horror	as,	

in	Sephone’s	place,	Volunteers	begun	to	descend	upon	the	still	compact	pack.	The	pair	split	

from	the	congregation,	travelling	up	a	corridor	of	stairs	that	led	to	the	balcony	of	the	lobby,	

where	they	could	watch	as	the	throng	disintegrated	for	fear	of	Volunteer	impact.	

	 The	staircase	slid	up	only	to	one	other	floor.	Though	not	winding	or	confusing	in	any	

way,	it	fostered	treacherous	corners-brooding,	final	corners	roaring	with	secrets	most	

would	rather	not	know.	Its	wide,	plushly	carpeted	stairs	conveyed	a	message	of	welcome;	

betrayed	a	sense	of	desperation.	The	stairs	were	lit,	and	the	corners	contrasted,	by	orbs	of	

light	resting	in	air.	The	orbed	lights	reigned	down	in	a	throne	that	sat	in	the	center	of	the	

staircase,	extending	from	lower	level	to	upper	in	a	path	that	curved	only	when	absolutely	

necessary,	and,	even	then,	reluctantly.		

	 Sephone	and	Esper	walked	together	on	either	side	of	this	throne	of	light,	Esper’s	

steps	an	echo	behind	Sephone’s,	their	hands	reaching	at	handrails	rooted	in	opposing	walls.	

The	rails	seemed	to	have	been	carved	from	the	wall-and	if	Sephone	was	right,	so	had	the	

orbs-cultured	from	a	marble	so	light	and	flawless	that	it	made	the	eye	plunge	and	lunge	

uncomfortably	in	the	socket,	working	to	comprehend	the	seamless	staircase	of	light.	

Sephone	and	Esper,	victims	of	the	force	of	the	marble	throne-room-staircase,	kept	their	

heads	aimed	forward	and	downward	as	they	rose	to	the	upper	level,	not	bothering	to	look	

back	for	those	they	knew	were	more	afraid	of	the	staircase	than	they.	At	the	zenith	of	their	

ascension	was	a	translucent	pillar-a	crystalline	monument	of	data.	Sephone	pressed	her	

hands	to	the	surface	of	the	pillar	and	spoke.	



	 “Record.”	

	 Instantly	the	light	emanating	from	the	crystal	dimmed,	and	a	holovid	of	what	was	

happening	on	the	floor	below	generated	on	either	side	of	the	now-dimmed	crystal	chairs	in	

which	the	pair	now	sat.	The	two	alternated	between	holovid	and	their	natural	vision,	

casting	their	sight	from	holovid	to	chamber	below.	Sephone	preferred	not	to	use	the	

holovids;	it	created	a	level	of	distance	with	which	she	was	not	comfortable,	but	she	knew	

that	they	fascinated	Esper.	Esper	was	sucked	into	a	moment	in	a	holovid	in	which	a	

Volunteer	held	a	ParaS	in	its	arms,	humming	an	odd	tune,	when	Sephone	finally	spoke	

again.	

	 “Esper,	I’ve	realized	something.”	

	 Esper	yanked	herself	free	from	the	video	and	stared	up	at	Sephone.	Though	she	did	

not	want	to	be	there	today,	it	was	not	so	bad-her	discussions	with	Sephone	were	usually	no	

small	source	of	enjoyment.	

	 “I’ve	realized	that	the	only	way	to	survive	in	this	world	is	to	deny	that	it	is	until	it	

isn’t.”	

	 “Wh-deny	that	what	is?”	

	 “This	world.”	Sephone	shouted	a	sigh	that	screeched	with	disappointment,	wailing	

on	about	how	Esper	should	think,	work,	breathe	harder.	“Stick	to	the	shadows,	Esper.	Learn	

to	see	in	the	dark,	and	stick	to	the	shadows.”	

	 Though	she	had	grown	accustomed	to	the	confounding	nature	of	Sephone’s	

musings,	particularly	of	late,	she	still	thought	it	prudent	to	record	the	conversations	with	

her	Keeper.	The	device	was	a	gift	from	Sephone;	it	had	been	her	Keeper.	It	was	an	older	

model:	a	watch.	Likely	from	around	the	time	Sephone	was	born,	it	offered	little	more	than	

audio	and	visual	recording	capabilities.	Esper	often	collected	stares	and	grimaces	from	

those	ParaS	around	her	when	she	used	it	in	public.	She	ached	for	a	way	to	show	that	she	

was	just	checking	the	time,	verifying	her	location,	leaving	herself	an	audio	note;	to	show	

that	she	was	not	Craven,	not	a	slave	to	time.	Even	Sephone	sometimes	cringed	when	Esper	

used	the	Keeper.	The	ParaS	wondered	if	it	was	fear	that	kept	her	Craven	companion	from	

approximating	her	fate	on	that	soulless,	black	device.	On	days	unlike	this	one,	where	

Sephone	seemed	unsettled,	Esper	would	speak	instead	with	Volunteers,	recording	bits	of	

their	conversations.	Esper’s	Keeper,	then,	was	an	endless	trove	of	knowledge-	filled	with	the	

daily	interactions	of	Sephone	and	the	Volunteers;	Sephone	and	the	only	ParaS	ever	to	hold	a	

Keeper.		



	 Today	was	a	day	of	cringing.	Sephone	strugled	to	look	at	Esper	while	she	spoke,	

struggled	to	see	the	gifted	companion	before	her,	and	not	the	Keeper.	Her	eyes	wandered	to	

the	two	sentinels	just	outside	the	shadow	of	the	lobby.	She	had	not	seen	them	come	in,	nor	

was	there	need	for	her	to-	it	was	their	duty	to	be	as	discrete	as	possible	in	their	assurance	of	

security.	Sephone,	though,	had	grown	weary	of	such	7S	programs;	had	grown	tired	of	

society’s	living	down	to	expectations.	She	longed	so	desperately	for	the	train	tribes	to	join	

together	and	rebel,	for	the	one-eyed	cats	to	cast	their	cosmic	energies,	for	ParaS	and	Craven	

to	be	born	anew.	

	 “Sephone?”	

For	Esper	to	understand.	

	 “Sephone?	What	happens	if	we	don’t	come	to	the	Volunteers?”	

	 Sephone’s	head	turned	down	franticly,	her	eyes	calm,	taking	in	Esper	and	her	

Keeper	with	a	still	face.	She	saw	as	Esper	averted	her	gaze:	her	hands,	pulsing	and	grasping	

her	Keeper	with	a	strength	that	would	crush	the	device	if	it	could,	holding	it	in	her	sight	as	if	

it	steadied	her	concentration,	her	voice.	

	 “I	ask	because	I	do	not	want	to	be	here	today.	I	don’t	want	to	come	here	anymore.”	

	 Sephone	laughed,	and,	as	Esper	shuddered	with	surprise,	laughed	again,	louder,	

realizing	that	Esper	had	never	heard	her	laugh.	

	 “Esper,”	Sephone	chuckled	once	more,	“I’ve	been	wondering	the	same	thing.”	

Sephone	(End	of	Day)	

	 It	was	a	solemn	spectacle,	watching	the	ParaS	flood	through	the	entrance	to	Mission	

131.	They	puddled	into	the	embraces	of	the	barren	land	outdoors,	the	volunteers	crowding	

after	them,	saturating	the	chamber,	loath	to	exit	the	mission.	Sephone	turned	at	the	door,	

her	hand	on	its	great	handle,	and	stood	at	the	apex	of	the	crowd,	on	the	stair	below	the	

entrance.	She	looked	to	be	sure	none	followed	her,	but	the	Volunteers	were	all	shuffling	

away	now,	backs	to	her.	To	her,	this	meant	they	knew.	To	them,	this	was	goodbye.	

	 At	the	top	of	the	crumbling	stairs,	Sephone	turned	to	take	in	the	dead	church	next	

door,	the	road	beyond.	Her	faithful	rubber	soled	canvas	whipped	up	marble	dust	as	the	

stairs	faltered	further,	dissolving	into	a	small	beach	of	ragged	boulders.	Sephone	hopped	

over	the	dissolving	stairs	and	turned	again,	this	time	to	her	left.	She	flexed	her	toe	as	she	

took	in	the	site	before	her.	The	pain	was	dulling,	now.		

	 As	Sephone	moved	forward	toward	the	nearest	sub-tran	station,	she	did	not	turn	to	

look	back	at	Mission	131.	Her	legs,	unwary,	strode	purposefully,	her	eyes	straining	to	make	



sense	of	the	environment	surrounding	her.	She	wondered	if	the	Volunteers	truly	wanted	to	

die,	as	they	sometimes	seemed	to	suggest	in	their	sighs.	If	they	were	jealous	of	the	ParaS.	

Afraid	of	their	uncertainty,	hungry	for	their	freedom,	disgusted	by	her	presence.	She	

mourned	that	she	would	never	know.	

	 “Shouldn’t	she	be	watching	them?”	

	 Sephone	caught	the	gasp	of	speech	as	she	passed	by	an	ailing	building.	The	window	

frames	bent	inwards,	the	roof	both	caving	and	spreading	apart,	the	doorway	naked.	The	

building	seemed	to	be	Falling	in	tandem	with	its	tenants.	The	structure	was	the	first	she	

passed	in	her	travels	from	the	mission	with	soma	outside.	She	laughed,	this	time	to	herself,	

and	looked	up,	hoping	to	catch	a	glimpse	of	the	speaker.	She	should	be	“watching”	them.	

She’d	left	early.	

	 That	was	twice	today	Sephone	had	laughed,	and	her	toe	pains	had	nearly	

disappeared.	Something	of	this	spoke	of	purpose.	She	spotted	and	waved	at	a	group	of	four	

as	she	passed	by;	caught	their	tattered	denim,	the	deep-stained	shawls	on	their	shoulders	

built	from	quilt-work	patterns	of	the	remains	of	wardrobes	long	emptied.	Their	faces	were	

still,	yet	they	still	shook,	vibrating	with	an	energy	that	diverted	Sephone’s	attention	from	

their	yellowed	eyes,	slack	mouths	and	molting	skin.	They	were	Falling.	

	 She	heard	more	than	saw	them	scurry	into	the	eroding	building	as	she,	again,	moved	

forward.	Most	fellow	Craven	(pretended)	not	to	be	terrified	of	her.	Sephone’s	missing	

Keeper	did	not	help	in	this.	Though	Keepers	came	in	multiple	forms,	when	you	did	not	carry	

one,	other	Craven	knew.	Sephone	had	experienced	this	with	a	few	soma,	her	mother	one	of	

them.	Something	about	how	the	hands	always	looked	as	if	they	felt	empty,	as	if	there	were	a	

piece	missing.	A	tic,	some	said,	how	the	fingers	would	twitch	in	that	eerie	way	every	so	

many	seconds;	how	the	eyes	looked	inward	for	an	incalculable	moment.	The	way	some	

Craven	simply	and	randomly	went	still.	Sephone	did	not	know	when	she	had	begun	to	

attribute	that	feeling	of	absence	to	her	perception	of	the	identity	of	the	ParaS,	but	she	

sought	to	release	them	from	it	tonight.	

	 She	found	her	way	to	a	Subtran	station	with	a	bar	growing	from	its	side.	Common,	

and	convenient	for	her	purposes.	ACCEPTANCE	AND	ASCENSION	read	the	bronzed	over	

lettering	headlining	the	bar	mirror.	It	was	an	older	sign,	judging	by	the	metal	used	and	the	

dullness	of	that	metal,	as	if	the	sign	had	been	set	there	to	be	seen	once	and	forgotten;	to	

haunt	memories	with	its	absent	presence.	7S	advertisements	were	secretly,	but	commonly	

accepted	to	be	buzzkills.		



	 Sephone’s	ears	narrowed	in	on	the	noise	of	the	bar,	bidding	the	chaos	to	rouse	her	

eardrums.	Her	eyes	remained	seared	to	the	bar.	As	shoveled	sideways	through	the	modest	

crowd,	her	ears	swallowed	up	the	sounds	of	the	man	and	woman	she	found	herself	sitting	

close	to	at	the	bar.	The	woman,	sitting	at	the	corner	adjacent	to	Sephone,	was	Falling,	but	

not	apparently	so:	Sephone	noted	hints	in	the	thinning	of	her	hair,	the	trembling	of	her	

limbs.	Sephone	could	only	see	the	high,	broad,	seemingly	healthy	back	of	the	man,	who	was	

listening	as	the	woman	ranted.	

	 “-tired	of	them	referring	to	themselves	like	endangered	species.”	

	 “They	are	endangered-”	

	 “How	do	you	know?”	The	woman’s	voice	grew	desperately	quiet.	“Have	you	ever	

seen	a	ParaS	die?”	

	 The	man’s	vast,	still-coated	back	grew	even	broader.	“Everyone	knows	that.	They	

can’t	live	forever.”	

	 “But	what	if	they	can.	What	if	they	don’t	want		Keepers	because	they	don’t	need-”	

	 “All	soma	die.	They’re	no	different.	Being	unable	to	dream,	or	afraid	to	adapt	to	

technology	and	wear	a	watch	or	carry	a	tablet	is	not	grounds	for	immortality.	You’re	

obsessing,	Samal.”	

	 The	woman	sighed.	Her	shoulders	shrank,	and	her	neck	went	lame.	She	gulped	the	

remains	of	her	dark	brown	glass,	and	sinking	further	into	her	seat,	looked	at	the	man.	He	

signaled	the	bartender	for	another	drink.	

	 “I’d	at	least	like	to	see	where	they	live.	You	hear	the	stories.	Crops	and	forests	that	

never	die.	Food	cooked	for	taste.	Touch	meant	for	pleasure.	Air	meant	to	savor.	Life	meant	

to	live…but	with	so	little	meaning…”	

	 “Kept	don’t	belong	with-”	

	 She	slurred	another	interruption.	“I	know	where	I	belong,	you	ass.”		

	 Samal,	(a	name	and	voice	Sephone	liked,	but	did	not	know)	accepted	another	

sweating,	brunette	glass	into	her	rickety	grasp,	pushing	her	hair	behind	her	ear.	“I	belong	

where	I	am	comfortable.	I	am	dying.	My	hands.	My	skin.	I	know	you	see.	I’m	Falling,	and	I	

deserve	to	count	my	last	days	down	in	a	paradise.	I	am	suffering.	What	do	Sulkers	need	such	

bliss	for?	To	relieve	the	stress	of	ignorance?”	

	 “Paras	in	Paradise”,	broad	back	quipped	with	a	chuckle.	



	 Sephone	winced	inwardly	and	turned	away,	guilted.	She	too	knew	the	man	saw	the	

signs	of	Samal’s	coming	Fall.	As	she	shifted	her	head	and	attention	back	toward	the	bar,	the	

bartender	made	his	way	to	her,	the	end	of	the	bar	to	her	left	having	filled	out.	

	 “Last	call.	Any	requests?”	

	 “Gin.	Dry,”	

	 “Gin?”	

	 “Gin.	Bring	the	bottle.”	

	 “OK,”	as	he	worked,	“Aren’t	you	a	mission	worker?	I’ve	seen	your	face	before…you	

work	at	the	mission	down	the	road,	right?”	

	 “I	do.”	

	 He	handed	her	a	sizeable	bottle	of	gin,	light	on	her	eyes,	but	likely	to	soon	be	heavy	

on	her	hand	and	gut.	“This	is	the	only	unopened	bottle	of	gin	left.”	

	 Sephone	pulled	off	her	shoe	and	pulled	a	wad	from	under	her	foot,	handing	the	

warm	and	damp	wad	of	paper	to	the	man	without	bothering	to	look	at	him,	or	the	money.	

	 “If	you’re	not	watching	them,	who	is?”	

	 She	moved	away	from	the	bar.	Spotting	an	ailing	sofa	in	a	corner	of	the	bar,	she	

made	her	way	to	the	booth	it	lay	in.	The	back	of	the	booth	was	seamed	to	another,	and	the	

wall	of	the	pillowed	and	contoured	cloth	vibrated	with	the	voices	of	the	Kept	next	to	her:	

	 “I	hear	the	Subtran	conversion	is	complete.	Every	train	now	runs	on	sub-terranean	

heat	engagement.	The	7S	council	is	really	changing	things.”	

	 “I	still	don’t	trust	the	tech.”	This	voice,	more	subdued.	“Trains	that	draw	energy	from	

the	heat	of	their	own	friction	and	the	flares	below	ground?	What	happens	when	a	train	

overheats?	When	the	kinetic	energy	is	too	much?”	

	 “That’s	what	the	sentinels	are	for.”	The	first	voice,	defensive	now.	

“The	sentinels	can’t	do	shit	if	a	train	roof	melts	on	their	heads.	So	many	soma	are	

depending	on	this	transportation	system.	So	much	of	our	workforce.	What	if	Seventh	Seal	

fails?	What	if	the	council	shuts	the	Subtran	down?	

	 “We	go	to	the	Volunteers	for	new	ideas.”	

	 Sephone	took	a	hefty	swig	from	her	now-open	bottle.		

	 “We	can’t	rely	on	them	forever.”		

	 Sephone	gulped,	and	the	voice	continued.		

	 “When	will	the	ParaS	start	helping?	They’ve	got	it	all	figured	out.”	

	 “Everything,	except	the	most	important	thing.”	



	 “What’s	that?”	

	 “Life.”	

Sephone	heard	the	man’s	glasses	clink	sloppily,	and	took	another	swallow	herself.	She	

was	careless	as	she	brought	the	bottle	down,	and	it	met	the	table	with	a	satisfying	thud,	

echoing	through	her	hand	into	the	booth.	She	stood,	and	stumbled	her	way	to	the	open	

doorway,	slipping	over	to	the	Subtran	station	next	door.	To	her	left,	she	caught	sight	of	an	

ashen	feline	monument	resting	on	the	stairs	of	the	Subtran	exit	on	the	other	side	of	the	

road.	She	stepped	toward	it,	to	see	if	the	cat	were	impaired	in	the	same	way	her	haunting	

cyclopsed	stalker	had	been,	and	the	animal	flew,	its	head	never	turning	away	from	Sephone.	

She	shook	off	the	feeling	of	unease	that	coated	her	whenever	she	thought	about	the	cat,	and	

moved	to	wave	her	disked	arm	in	front	of	the	entry	slot,	She	watched	as	younger	Craven	

simply	walked	through,	scanners	confirming	their	identity	through	digital	body	scans	and	

the	Keepers	they	wore.		A	mass	of	less	fortunate	soma,	not	Fallen	but	still	destitute,		and	

unable	to	access	7S	services,	stumbled	from	the	bar	in	the	opposite	direction	of	the	Subtran,	

their	drunken	murmur	saturating	the	dead	breeze.		

	 The	air	was	full	of	politics	tonight.	Sephone	could	feel	the	scent	condensing	on	her	

taste	buds	as	she	made	her	way	down	rounded,	steel-tipped	stone	stairs,	every	step	down	

jostling	the	taste	to	the	back	of	her	throat.	She	did	not	like	the	odor,	the	taste-it	made	her	

gut	churn;	her	cheeks	twist	sideways.	

	 Perhaps	it	was	the	recent	Falling	of	the	first	man	to	receive	a	Keeper	that	kept	the	

air	charged,	the	conversations	(semi-educated).	Councilman	Quentin	was	the	last	of	his	

generation	on	the	council;	nearly	the	last	of	all	people	from	that	generation	to	survive.	

Abram	and	Isis	alone	remained.		

	 The	smell	of	Councilman	Quentin’s	Fall	was	on	the	air	as	well:	a	fainter	scent,	one	

that	Sephone	supposed	those	next	to	her	on	the	Subtran	platform	did	not	notice.	It	seemed	a	

failed	attempt	to	cover	the	political	smell	that	reigned;	a	sickly	sweet	scent	strong	enough	to	

blind	a	bloodhound.	Sephone	looked	to	the	line	of	Craven	on	the	stairs	leading	down,	

propelling	soma	to	where	the	Subtran	would	lumber	in	and	pause.	Some	Craven,	below,	

looked	up	in	her	direction,	peering	at	the	end	of	the	line.	A	child	flared	his	nostrils,	and	

Sephone	knew	then	that	the	mission	had	a	scent,	the	Volunteers	a	distinct	smell,	and	that	

she	carried	it	on	her	today,	and	every	day.	She	knew	then	that	the	doors	to	the	mission	had	

opened,	and	that	the	scent	would	grow,	but	might	be	overpowered	by	this	wash	of	death	



that	prevailed.	She	took	a	step	toward	the	rail	that	finalized	the	platform.	A	sentinel	aimed	

his	head	toward	her,	right	nostril	picking	up.		

	 Another	step.	Easily	explained	by	curiosity.	

	 The	rails	were	aging,	as	was	the	rest	of	this	sector:	roads,	re-repaired	stairs,	dulled	

signs,	crumbling	buildings,	crumbling	soma.	Fallen	sectors	typically	housed	missions,	as	

Falling	and	economically	exiled	Craven	were	the	most	likely	to	choose	to	be	Volunteers.	The	

rails	vibrated	as	the	rumblings	of	an	approaching	Subtran	shook	the	platform	slightly.	

	 Another	step.	A	whispered,	threatening	hiss	escaped	the	sentinel.	

	 Sephone	did	not	want	to	see	the	Subtran	approach;	to	see	the	glorious	beast	

dissipate	its	heat	into	the	tunnel	behind,	and	glow	as	it	recharged	and	welcomed	Craven	to	

its	belly.	She	had	seen	the	sight	a	million	times,	had	received	two	million	reproachful	hisses	

from	sentinels.	

	 Another	step.	

	 The	tunnel	below:	brilliant,	waves	of	warmth	flowing	through	the	modernized	

cavern	in	myriads	of	colors.	The	nuts	and	bolts:	rusted,	roaring;	Sephone’s	arms:	shivering,	

trembling.	The	cat:	watching;	knowing.	The	sentinel,	bellowing.		

	 The	rail:	rambling	now.	The	Subtran,	heat	singing,	flying	forward.	Her	frame,	

floating,	frozen.	

	 The	scent	in	air,	reset.	

	


