
NO HOLLOW WORDS 

I was the one who approached him. His unbridled parts flapped about as his frantic limbs carried 
him about the room. Despite our fear, I did what I was trained to do: as the other girls and boys sat 
with their legs tautly crossed and their hands in their laps, I lifted a single finger in front of the foreign 
boy. He sniffed my finger through and through, then his eyes dilated. He was hungry—more hungry 
than scared—so I reached into my pack and held before him several rich, chocolate pieces in my cupped 
hands. 

“Hello,” I said to him as he sloppily licked my palms clean, “my name is Allison. I know I look a 
little different than you but I am a human being, just like you.” 

Before I could feel any contentment or response to my words, he vomited, staining the floor and my 
uniform. 

“That’s okay,” I soothed the boy and placed an arm around his slouched back. 
“Allison,” Schoolteacher Alphonse said to me, stepping to my side. 
“I know,” I assured. “I’ll take him to the containment room and get him checked out. I’m sorry for 

the disruption.” 
“You remember your role; that’s good,” Alphonse said. “You’re already well on your way to 

becoming Hominiplenta. Do as you said: take him to the containment room. Then go shower yourself 

off. You’re excused.” 
Walking at the boy’s sickly speed, we made the simple trip to the North Wing lab. They locked 

him inside. Then I took another simple trip across the connecting bridge to my quarters in the West 
Wing. A step into the bathing tube, fresh clothes waiting for me on the press down the hall, and in 
mere moments I was rushing on my way to see that foreign boy again. 

 
We are Humaquina. A society built on genetic empathy and a culture of solidarity and 

compassion. We survived the Brink—the gas, the nukes, the radiation which burned through 
our nostrils till we could smell only imminent death. But we dug deeper and deeper and we 
prospered. We built robots we hadn’t seen since our time on the surface. We captured time in 
flashing boxes and made our own comedy and news channels which broadcast throughout 
the tunnels as deep as we wished for them to go. 

The darkness made our eyes big and bold. Our skin grew sensitive to the light, tanning 
and bleaching even just as we shifted from one TV channel to another. Our noses—still hurt 
and useless from the initial blasts—sank into our faces until we could barely see them. “Why 
the long face?” became the running joke for those born with tiny mounds above their mouths 
and below their eyes. 

We learned to eat less, drink less, and care more for each other as a species. No one 
knows when genetic empathy came about or in whom but, eventually, we stopped feeling for 
ourselves and began feeling for each other. Our emotions became collective. Our fears and 
our anger and our sadness and ecstasy became each other’s. One could only raise his fist in 
anger if another raised it with him. Emotions began to be built between bodies, not within 
them. 

Technology, culture, and politics prospered when people synced to one another’s 
thoughts and feelings. Debates became not a battle of slurs or loathing but an exchange of 
ideals and care for the greater good of society. For the first time since the Brink, we as a 
society were happy. 



 
Still basking in the high my wet, black hair granted me as my skin drank up the water, I arrived 

at the containment room to find that foreign boy kneeling lazily on the floor of the chamber. He leaned 
against one of the far walls and breathed heavily—his nerves and his mind were failing him. 

“You’re gassing him?” I asked my superiors who stood at their monitors and observed various 
falling statistics regarding the boy’s chemical equilibrium. 

My voice was calm. So long as I didn’t look at the boy’s terrified eyes, I would not become upset 
myself. 

“His energy level was too high,” one of the scientists explained. “So, for his own sake and safety, 
we had to tranquilize him.” 

Schoolteacher Alphonse—collected as always—walked into the lab. In just a moment of scanning 
the scene, he felt my worry. 

“How is he?” Schoolteacher Alphonse asked. 
“He’s dying,” I answered, looking at the boy to grasp just a trickle of his panic in the slowness of 

his breath and lethargy in his leaning stumbles. “The gas is killing him.” 
I turned back to Schoolteacher Alphonse to take in his calm once more. 
“Sir, we have no other option,” one of my superiors argued. “He’s a threat to our society.” 
“That’s no reason to kill him, is it?” I asked, being careful not to look at the foreign boy. “We 

don’t even know where he comes from or how he got here.” 
“And how do you intend to ask a savage?” my superior inquired. 
“Perhaps he’s not a savage,” I posited. “Human beings have made that mistake many times in the 

past—countless wars, the Brink. I think I might be able to teach him about our society and find him a 
place here.” 

My superiors all sighed simultaneously and Schoolteacher Alphonse merely smirked. I felt their 
annoyance at my persistence but I ventured to protect that foreign boy regardless. 

“There’s that determination you’re notorious for,” Schoolteacher Alphonse stated. “I’m worried, 
though, that you might be neglecting your role. You are training to be a doctor.” 

“And, as a doctor, I’ll be responsible for helping all human beings; I cannot discriminate against 

this boy simply because he is not from our society.” 
“Sir,” one of my superiors started, “I don’t think—” 
“She has a point,” Schoolteacher Alphonse interjected. “Allison, if you can get this boy to respond 

to you pleasantly, I will consider releasing him into your care.” 
I smiled and stepped in front of the chamber door. The scientists agreed to halt the gas and resume 

it only if the foreign boy attacked me. Schoolteacher Alphonse gestured for me to step forward and I did 
so while my superiors pressed several buttons near their monitors to release the pressurized lock on the 
glass door. I slid the door open just enough for me to slip through and closed it behind me after stepping 
inside the containment room. I held my breath thinking the gas might still be present but, after looking 
at Schoolteacher Alphonse, I released my breath. 

“I am sorry they gassed you,” I hummed to the weary-eyed foreign boy. “They—we were scared. 
But I’ll do whatever I can to make sure they do not harm you again.” 

Speaking in a soothing lullaby, I took as tiny steps forward as I could so as not to scare the poor 
boy further. He backed up as far as he could in the opposite direction. But, overcome with weariness, he 
sat still and I continued to move forward. 

“I want to help you,” I said. “I want you to come with me. And I will teach you about this world.” 
In hindsight, I might have been selling myself too much. He hadn’t the energy to resist. And, even 

if he did, he probably could not understand me. Every movement of his eyes and his limbs was forced 



onto him by the sedative which stupefied him into paralysis. But his trust was real. 
I stepped out to get the scientists’ permission before leaving with him. 
Schoolteacher Alphonse joked, “Did he tell you his name?” 
“No chance of that,” one of my superiors said. “That thing is feral.” 
“Yeah, I like that,” I said, smiling into the glass as the foreign boy steadily regained his strength. 
“You can’t be serious,” the scientist said. 
“I am,” I assured. “His name is Feral. And I will take care of him.” 
 
But our genetic empathy proved imperfect, as well. It led to the first Great Sleep—

Soporasocium: one-hundred men and women murdered by their own hands. We had thought 
that only our happiness augmented when we were together, but we realized that depression 
and fear could still linger and grow if they infect our sociopassion—our communal emotional 
state. That day, we all slept as well, drowning out the sound and weight of our tears with an 
old tune which helped keep us sane even before—when the nuclear war drums pounded just a 
few dozen yards above our heads. The song, When the Lights Go on Again kept our eyelids 
closed; it became the anthem of our own sleep: Somnisocium. Once a day, to assuage our 
fears—put our social minds to rest and be one as a society in even our silence and stillness—
we would listen to the song and succumb to Somnisocium. Eventually, it became coded into 
our DNA. The song would play and our eyes would close; our minds—our mind—would 
simulate those of our friends and our alleged enemies who had died. 

 
I brought him to my quarters and then the song began to play. A deep brassy G note. Shrill winds 

and choked trumpets responding like pleading souls just as the grief starts to set in. Vaughn Monroe. 
When the Lights Go on Again. We wouldn’t fall asleep until his voice began to ease us. Wherever 

we were, we leveled our heads as well as we could and nodded along till the blackness shut out our 
consciousness. 

Normally, I dream of planes flying over an ancient London city. I hear—we feel—the peace which 
survived the Brink’s attempted larceny. The boys at home. The rain. Snow. Hello to love— 

But panicked gasps snagged my delirious thoughts. The gasps weren’t mine, I was sure. But 
hearing these muted shrieks even in my dreams, I grew anxious, too. Suddenly, rain and snow turned to 
the bombs we tried to outsmart. Something shook at me, throwing me about in my sleeping thoughts. 
And calamity hugged me: shattering glass, skyscrapers falling—short of poking God’s finger. 
Manmade earthquakes dulled the rumbles of the bass. And the song repeated as it always did—
plaguing me then with screams of infinite dying. 

Exactly one hour after the song began, I awoke to find Feral, eyes dripping, in the corner of my 
room. He cried in short, trembling breaths and sighs. Seeing him like that, I felt my face collapse. So I 
crawled next to him and I cried, too. 

 
When we finally left the underground, our skin was frail. It couldn’t drink the light and 

change color like when we were in those dark caverns. We had to treat it with something so 
we used our computers and science to recode our skin. DermaCel Tech, they called it. It 
made our skin more malleable, more responsive. We could drink water without opening our 
mouths. And our skin could react to sunlight in an instant, changing color and shade to 
various degrees; it regenerated faster than it ever could before; and it continued to evolve 
faster than any other parts of our anatomy. Our identity became coded into our skin. By 
looking at one’s face—no matter how similar the on-looking eyes paint the face to be to 



another—we can tell exactly who that person is: Name, Role, Rank, and most-importantly 
how that person feels. 

And preconceptions of identity based on the superficial are largely extinct. We are 
“median-skinned” now; that’s what we call it—no more white, black, or brown. Our default 
skin temperature is fair—but no one ever looks the same two separate hours of the day. Our 
new, big, bold eyes had been hardened, too, by all the dirt and dust that would contaminate 
them. And our faces learned to be more expressive. We didn’t cry over the stumps of our 
vestigial noses; after so many generations of parents who had forgotten the aromas of flowers 
and generations of children who had never experienced them, our stump-noses became a 
simple aspect of our reality—not a hindrance or something to long for. 

 
I had to find clothes for Feral. I let him walk naked about the dormitory for a while but his 

frequent erections proved distracting and his body would be covered in scratches by the end of the day. 
Besides, I wanted to take him outside and, without DermaCel, he needed to be more protected from the 
elements than we were. Principally, he had to be comfortable. I would not be taking him to any formal 
events, so there was no need for somber colors. But I didn’t want him brightly ordained as one of the 
Meretrica would be. So I settled on a green tank-top and navy mesh shorts for his first outfit and a 
similar array of items for other days. More open clothing meant he could move with ease and would, 
hopefully, be less prone to lashing out in discomfort. 

Only when he slept could I slip his clothes on. When awake, nothing could get past his defensively 
restless limbs. I’d trimmed his nails to aid in the process but I saw no measurable difference in the 
wounds I suffered every time. Keeping him clean was the next step: every three nights, I had to undress 
him, lure him into the bathing tube with the sickening chocolates he loved to sneak into his sensitive 
throat, and pull him out of the bathing tube in the midst of his claustrophobic fits. Oftentimes, it took 
so long for me to settle him that I would let him sleep naked and wet on my bed as I slept next to him. 

One night, he’d exited the bathing tube of his own volition. Feral attacked me. But violence wasn’t 
his end: he clawed at my clothes until they burst off. Then he squeezed my tiny breasts with the tips of 
his fingers and bit my nipples with his daggered teeth. I didn’t bleed; DermaCel was much to credit for 
that. But I yelled and fought with him until his broad, unfocused arms knocked me to the floor. Erect, 
he flung my legs open and lunged at me. 

Fighting seemed pointless; he would fail soon anyway. So I lied back, beating back his frustrated 
strikes with my wrists as he angled his penis to enter me. But he soon found that, no matter how 
strongly he pushed or how much he tried to spread the slit of my lower part with his trembling member 
or fingers, I would not open to him. So, eventually, he struck me hard on the face and scampered about 
the room until he grew weary. 

“I can’t sleep with you,” I said. 
I knelt beside him. I grew somewhat delirious both from the pain of the DermaCel dressing my 

wounds and from the confusion he exuded. He began to cry without tears, letting his uneven breaths 
draw the arches of his back and shoulders. I straightened his back by placing my arm around him. Then 
I walked him to our bed where we forgot our confusion and our anger; our minds whisked off to sleep. 

 
Having survived the Brink—as we later named it—we easily grew used to this new 

community. Privacy became essential but less important, like drinking water from a 
seemingly limitless tap. We grew to sleep together—to sleep together—and to wake together. 
Government-sanctioned gatherings, parties, and orgies became commonplace on weekend-
days and holidays, especially on the anniversary of the birth of our society. 



We gave up words for sexuality—none of them mattered. We like whoever likes us. And 
then we have sex with them if they are willing. DermaCel responds to our empathic state 
and requires two beings to be in temporary empathic union for sex to be achieved. Vaginas 
are squeezed shut by sticky mucus and penises do not become erect until two or more 
partners are emotionally invested in the act. Two people find each other, they like each other, 
then the sex ensues—fleeting moments of gratuitous emotional energy and peerless empathy. 
And the next week, we find someone else with whom to repeat the short ritual. 

Most of our men died in the war leading to the Brink. With less testosterone flowing in 
our blood, our society became largely female and many of our men impotent. With 
depression our main predator—the Soporasocium still lingering in our minds—the second-
most important role, the Meretrix, rose to meet that need. Meretrica advertise their role and 
ranks with clothes far brighter than what the other citizenry wears. They spend much of 
their time in Concord Hall, their dormitory. But many of them can be found running errands 
or simply passing the time outside and at other events. Most of them are men, a small 
percentage are women. And they look just about the same as the rest of us: small breasts, tall, 
and thin figures for the women; thin-chest, broad, and just a tad fatty for the men. 

With no sexuality to advertise, Meretrica either walk about naked or in their modest 
garb like the rest of us. They’re among the smartest of us: they train until they are 
Hominiplenta—full humans—in psychology and anatomy. When depression or grief hits, the 
Meretrica strike back. And, with their overwhelming empathy, their joy and peace connect 
with pained souls. Sometimes sex is also requested and the men and women of Concord 
happily oblige. They are trained to work around impotence and, sometimes, even cure it for 
the moment. I’ve enjoyed my fair share of Meretrica, men and women, both for emotional 
and physical fulfillment. But I prefer to connect with people more organically at school, 
dinners, parties, and orgies. 

 
The next day, I took Feral to Concord Hall. I felt him growing sicker with the passing days; his 

violent outburst was unprecedented. Despite his cravings, he stopped stealing my chocolates. 
Consequently, I had less vomit to clean up every day. But if the chocolates weren’t making him sick and 
aggressive, I had to find what was. 

I held Feral’s hand as we entered and let him pick a Meretrix that he liked. She had brown skin 
then and long hair like mine but red. Her cheeks were slightly puffed and her breasts and hips were 
larger than mine. Our society’s thinness probably didn’t work well to Feral’s sensibilities. Still, she 
took his hand and he shivered with excitement. 

“You must be Allison,” the woman said. “I’m Melda. I received your message—plus, I’ve been 
hearing much about you and this boy on the news. Are you sure this is alright for him?” 

“Yes, he needs sex,” I explained. “Though, he’s not like us so I don’t know if you will be able to 
sexually empathize with him properly.” 

“If that fails, I can please him in other ways,” Melda said, almost boastfully. 
I laughed. Feral was in good care. 
“I will be back in about three hours,” I said and handed her the bag which hung from my wrist. 

“There’s some food in there for him. If he becomes too energetic, wrap a piece of chocolate in one of the 
slices of meat and feed it to him. He’s grown to dislike chocolate because it makes him sick. He’ll 
vomit—sorry about that—but then he’ll probably fall asleep or at least calm down.” 

“This sounds like a handful.” 
“I’m sorry,” were the only words I could manage. “I’ll try to make it back as quickly as possible.” 



“No, no—it’s fine. I’ll take care of him.” 
After seeing Feral and Melda off and leaving Concord Hall, I travelled to the North Wing lab 

where I handed notes of Feral’s behavior to my ambivalent superiors. I left some details out of my 
notes, like Feral’s assault of me. I knew they wanted him gone but I could not let them ruin his 
progress. So I did some personal research of Feral’s condition on one of the lab terminals. Nothing came 
up. I didn’t know what to search for. And it would have taken months to sift through the volumes of 
text on pre-Brink humanity and all the illnesses people suffered then. 

Besides, Feral’s very presence suggested the existence of a community of people just like him—ones 
who, too, had survived the Brink. We viewed Feral under the assumption that he was somehow primal. 
But he was just as modern as we were. And, if I could teach him to speak to me, I would learn much 
more about him and his people than we could from gassing or killing him. 

If I were to successfully teach Feral, I had to get my thoughts straight. After deleting the history 
of my symptom-searching on the lab terminal, I gathered my notes and made my way to the East Wing, 
where the Hominiplenta reside. 

 
Our society is organized by ranks and roles. DermaCel makes us all look young—no 

wrinkles or blemishes—so age is important only up to about the sixteenth year. From then, 
what matters is one’s mastery of their chosen role. Small children, Hominiminuta, engage in 
play and problem-solving activities. They learn to speak, formulate thoughts and ideas, and 
they acquire a basic history of the world—with all the war-tales reduced to mere fables of 
arguments and benign disagreements. 

At about nine years after birth, children become untrained Hominirudita. At this rank, 
they choose which profession most interests them and begin focused training for that role. If 
a Hominirudita changes her or his mind, the person will begin training for a new role, no 
matter how late in life she or he is. At this rank, too, Hominirudita undergo seminal treatment 
to have their semen and eggs extracted for males and females, respectively. Their essences 
are stored in the Vitalis for potential later use allowing Hominirudita to safely learn the joys of 
sex and companionship. 

The Arbiters, the third-most important role in our society, draft laws and put them up 
for vote. Seventy-five percent of voters must vote “Yea” for the law to go into effect. The 
Arbiters’ secondary job is to decide when Hominirudita have achieved enough mastery over 
their field of study to become Hominiplenta and exercise their role as a profession. Most 
people stay Hominiplenta for the remainder of their lives. But some chosen few who 
demonstrate unequalled mastery of their field and influence the very landscape of our 
society’s knowledge earn the title Hominisagta—wise humans. Few Hominisagta are still alive. 
One of the most famous was Tinley Ayles who developed the educational regiment for the 
Meretrica which still exists today. 

While Arbiters keep us ordered and Meretrica keep us sane, the most important role is 
that of the Matrix. The Matrices live in Deuchaumbre, the second-largest building in our 
society, where they are copiously fed and nurtured by doctors and nurses every minute of 
every day. The Matrices have the largest breasts of all the women in our society. Weary 
from the pressure their several-hundred-pound flesh inflicts upon them, the Matrices sleep 
for most of the day. And, when a supervising doctor—one I might become—deems one 
ready, the Matrix is injected with the extracted semen from the Hominirudita. The semen is 
altered before injection so that the effects of accidental inbreeding are lessened to the greatest 
extent possible. So, once a year, a Matrix births a baby. She takes another month or so to 



suckle the child and the final months of the year are utilized for the Matrix’s recovery. The 
Matrices keep our society alive. And, in a society built on the purest empathy, that ongoing 
life is our most precious resource. 

 
“You’re troubled,” Schoolteacher Alphonse felt. “What’s bothering you? Is something wrong with 

Feral?” 
“He’s growing, um, sick, I think,” I said, trying to put the sensations Feral exuded into words I 

could express. “He lashes out, now, without reason or fear—malice, perhaps.” 
“Malice—are you sure?” Schoolteacher Alphonse asked. “What do you feel when you’re with 

him?” 
Schoolteacher Alphonse’s quarters were dimly lit and cozy. I’d been there many a time to discuss 

research and other things and, in the short time I’ve known him, he has become my unofficial mentor. 
He reached into his refrigerator and pulled out a large box of chocolates on which we indulged 
whenever I visited him. The same chocolates made Feral sickly and weary but Feral shared my and 
schoolteacher’s craving. 

“I’m not sure what I feel from him,” I said. “It’s something I’m not used to feeling—or, at least, 
something I haven’t felt for a while.” 

“Could it be Empathic Equivalence?” Schoolteacher Alphonse asked. 
He felt my embarrassment at the question and motioned for me to sit next to him on his bed in the 

next room. I walked in with the box of chocolates and he followed me, sitting beside me and plucking 
some of the chocolates out of my eager hands. 

“How would I recognize Empathic Equivalence if he couldn’t feel it himself?” I asked. 
“Allison, some things can be measured with a metered stick,” Schoolteacher Alphonse started, 

pulling the box of chocolates out of my hands and placing it on the bedside table next to me. “Other 
things, you just know.” 

I leaned up toward him, my tongue snaring a piece of chocolate he’d just begun to chew. We passed 
it between our mouths, rending it into a pathetic glob until I stole it from him and swallowed it. 

“He’s regressing,” I said, leaning back somewhat from Schoolteacher Alphonse. “I can feel it. He 
grows more angry—no, not angry. Thoughtless—his actions have less and less meaning behind them. 

I’ve tried taking him outside and feeding him different things but it’s like he is afflicted with some slow 
poison.” 

I kissed Schoolteacher again. And twice more. And we unbuttoned each other’s shirt in the 
intricately playful way we’d grown accustomed to. I beat him in the race. My reward: another handful 
of chocolates and a response. 

“If it continues like you suspect, you know what must eventually happen,” Schoolteacher Alphonse 
said. 

“I know.” 
“Then what will you do?” 
“Teach Feral to speak,” I whispered. “Then he can tell me where his people live. Maybe they can 

cure him.” 
“You’re unsure.” 
“Anyone would be,” I said. “What if his madness affects me? But I either teach him to speak or—

or I don’t.” 

“You can quit this, you know,” Schoolteacher assured. “This goes beyond the role you’re training 
for.” 

“No,” I refused. “I can only quit on him if he quits on me.” 



Schoolteacher kissed me then and pulled me against the sheets of the bed with him. 
“There’s that determination you’re notorious for,” he whispered. “Keep at it, Allison.” 
We slept together and, all the while, Schoolteacher whispered to me a story between his breaths. 

That night’s story was about the Brink. Many people, fleeing the bombs, thought to burrow 
underground. But, in the chaos, they lost their tools for digging and mining. Many people ran to 
abandoned mineshafts and lost their minds in the presence of insidious quicksilver. 

The ancestors of the Humaquina made a sacrifice: they returned to the simplest faculties they bore 
and loosed a canary into the mine. For three nights, they waited under makeshift shelter, expecting at 
any moment to be brushed away like flies by the thoughtlessly overreaching, nuclear hand. The bird-
keeper whistled into the abyssal cradle until his lungs shriveled. And he continued thereafter still. His 
heart beat as hard as the bombardment which encapsulated us. His chest ultimately caved in. He 
wouldn’t see his bird come back before his mouth dried for good—but the canary returned. Our 
ancestors carried him deep into the dark womb and, when they buried him, they travelled deeper still. 
Eventually, they’d travelled so deep that they could burrow no farther. So they resolved to rise up again 
and keep rising so long as the bird-keeper’s spirit whistled within the welcoming air. 

Quicksilver, canary in the coal mine—whether he meant to or not, Schoolteacher Alphonse had 
answered one of my pressing questions. His stories often did that for me. 

 
Secretly—or perhaps not so—we all yearn for Empathic Equivalence. It is not so much a 

goal as a fancy which consistently crosses our minds. When two Humaquina reach a height 
of genetic empathy with one another, their emotions sync with one another’s even when 
they are not physically near each other. Twins and other siblings are the most likely to 
experience this euphoria but, in rare circumstances, unrelated pairs achieve Empathic 
Equivalence as well. 

Unrelated pairs who experience Empathic Equivalence with one another will oftentimes 
seek to form a family unit. Marriage does not exist as a formal institution in our society but 
the couples will usually decide to live with each other. Some EE-couples have their bodies 
hormonally and seminally treated to allow again the production of children. Their semen or 
eggs are returned to their bodies and the two produce a family. Sometimes, an EE-couple 
simply adopts a child birthed by a Matrix. And a rare few EE-couples elect not to raise 
children. 

Were it not for the eerie sensation of sudden sadness in an otherwise joyous room or 
outbursts of laughter during somber practices, most people would consider Empathic 
Equivalence a myth. Some say it’s beyond sexual, beyond romantic—that it is raw feeling, 
itself. Many others consider it a danger likely to lead to the next Soporasocium. 

I’m not sure what I believe. 
 
“Allison,” I said, opening my mouth as wide as I could. “A-A-All-lli-ss-on. Now say it back.” 
Feral roared at me. Spit launched from his throat and decorated my face with hot splashes. Then 

he laughed at how silly I looked and I laughed back. 
“Okay, no more kidding, let’s try again: Allison. A-A-lll-iiis-onnn. Try it.” 
He roared again and coughed on his viscous breath. He’d been coughing a lot the past few days 

and his skin grew paler and paler. Yet he still smiled next to me. 
A single cough generally coincided with a fit of violence. And he averaged about six coughs a day, 

and rising. His terrors were most painful at night possibly because, in my unconsciousness, I could not 
brace for them. And his terrors made me wild too, such that I would scream and slam myself against 



the walls. This terrified him into crumbling in my flailing wake. But when he curled up, I would, too, 
then lean his head against mine to console us both. 

For most of the day, however, he was tame. His trips to the Meretrica did much to soothe his 
physical urges and being with me seemed to assuage his emotional ones for the most part. So, in public, 
loosely following a lesson plan I had acquired from Schoolteacher Alphonse, I repeated simple words to 
Feral: “Go”, “Come”, “Food”, and “Sex”. Occasionally, I taxed him with harder ones: “Water”, 
“Happy”, “Sleepy”, and our favorite “Allison”. In private, I asked him to speak back to me. And, 
whenever he turned away or fell asleep before me, I concocted a bittersweet gift cloaked in the chocolate 
he loved to lick but hated to swallow. 

 
We don’t know what to do with our dead. The dead leave an empathic void and a 

physical one. We call that void—that lack—the Avappas. The void is especially vacuous for 
those who once held Empathic Equivalence with the deceased. What ensues is not grief or 
even depression but inscrutable mental chaos wrought by a world in which the other is 
everything but that other can disappear from all context at any moment. What words are 
there for such calamity? Every death lures our collective mind to the hooked hand of the 
Soporasocium. And so, we call our dead the Hominisopora: in their nonexistence, they exist in 
our minds and sleep with those whom our worst nightmares will never let us forget. 

Death is not rare but DermaCel and other advancements make it unlikely. For the small 
society that we are, the sixteen deaths a year we now suffer are enough to cripple us in every 
industry for three contiguous weeks—but not enough to shut our eyes for good. 

It always feels a bit like crossing a flimsy, rope-bound bridge. The ravine calls to us: 
“They feast and dance on the other side!” In the fog, we cannot see for ourselves—until we 
hover over the gaping teeth of the void—that the bridge leads nowhere. And every homeward 
step we press into the surface of that swaying bridge threatens to relinquish our weight and 
let the air carry us back. 

 
The only times I feared losing Feral were during the Somnisocia. The sleep forced upon me by that 

hopeful noise plagued my dreams with the same images: falling birds and choking gas erupting against 
the stony ground; night’s black hand losing its grip on the world. With normal sleep, I would awaken to 
Feral’s cries if he needed me. But the song tortured him and it thoroughly anesthetized me. 

And one day, in the stress and worry that Feral had lent me after one of his coughing fits, I 
misjudged the time. The song projected through the sky on our way back from a walk. I leveled my 
head against the ground, taking care to look up at the panicked Feral as always. And when my eyes met 
his, I felt myself scream fiercer than the plea of lights’ return. Madness choked Feral’s paling eyes. 

Exactly one hour later, I awoke to my own throat’s screeching. My arms flailed and my legs 
kicked. I looked out at a glass chamber surrounding me and, through the burning tears in my eyes, I 
saw apathy staring back at me. Under apathy’s megaton pressure, my fingers and jaw ached and bled. I 
killed someone. 

Apparently, I remained in this delirium for a while until Schoolteacher Alphonse’s soothing face 
lifted me from the ground where I had fallen asleep. He helped me to my feet. 

“Wh-where’s Feral?” were the only words I could muster. 
“He’s in the Center,” Schoolteacher Alphonse said. “Are you alright?” 
“No,” I answered, still feeling trapped as gaseous hands pinched my skull and pinned my feet to 

the ground. “But I know what I have to do.” 
“Allison—” 



“Take me to my quarters, please,” I urged weakly. “I need to get something from there. Then take 
me to the Center.” 

 
We’d done away with weapons. It was their devastation that brought about the Brink in 

the first place. They possessed a black magic with which human beings could not be 
trusted—a weak necromancy which could slay but not revive. Revival makes sleep a game, 
after all. And we’ve found many ways to be revived. But books and buildings, films, 
drawings, leave no ashes when they’re burned along with every memory they ever sat in. 

So we’d grown unprepared for war. We would have been paranoid otherwise as, for a 
long time, we assumed we were the only ones left in the world. Our struggles rose from 
within, not without. So we policed our emotions—keeping them free to run but pulling them 
back from sheer slopes. 

But we had grown used to sheltering ourselves: our home had long been the mountains 
to the north. Our sustenance long grew from the forests to the east and west. And with 
ninety-four percent consensus, the Arbiters of the day passed a measure to erect the towering 
South Gate. So we keep within our shell as well we can. And we’ve become so snug, we’ve 
almost forgotten that it’s there. 

 
It took some time for Schoolteacher Alphonse to assist me to my quarters. From it, I took a box of 

chocolates that I had hand-wrapped. From there, Schoolteacher lugged me, despite my furious jabs, to 
the doors of the Center. Everyone waited outside the chamber. They feared that Feral’s madness would 
infect them all as well. In my weakness, I avoided catching their worry. Releasing myself from 
Schoolteacher Alphonse’s clutches, I stepped toward the door. 

“You can’t go in there!” someone yelled toward me. “That monster killed Arbiter Edward!” 
What they witnessed with their eyes and ears, I had perpetrated in my mind. I ignored his cries 

and the myriad others which bound me and I stepped through the glossy door into the Center chamber 
where Feral knelt in jagged frenzy beside the ravaged corpse of Senior Arbiter Edward. 

“Feral,” I called with un-pointed projection. 
His wide eyes met with mine. 
“Hurt?” I asked and began to creep forward, past the circled layers of benches. 
He nodded shakily. 
“Scared?” I continued. 
He nodded again. 
“H-happy?” I pressed. 
Feral shook his head and my mind released a heavy sigh. 
As I drew closer, Feral stood up and started toward me. 
“No!” I accidentally shouted. “Stay, Feral. Sit down, please.” 
He obliged and knelt beside the corpse again. 
I took a brief moment to restrain my excitement. My shoulders relaxed; my back straightened; I 

began walking not to a monster but to a friend. 
“It took me a while to realize,” I started, “when our ancestors left the cave long ago, something 

followed them out. Having been exposed to mostly benign toxins throughout our evolution, we grew 
used to breathing in what would have killed those before us. And we brought that toxic air with us here 
to our society. The very air discriminates against you. It turns you mad. And it would probably kill 
you like a canary in a coal mine. I’m sorry it took me so long to realize. All this time, I’d been hurting 
you by helping you.” 



I reached him and knelt in front of him, beside the desperately warm corpse of the Arbiter. I 
opened the box of chocolates, held Feral’s steadying hand, and poured two thick pieces onto his palm. 
His eyes jutted and his face cocked away but I held fast to his hand and called him back with my voice. 

“Please, Feral,” I pleaded. “I made these especially for you. These are the last ones I will make 
you eat, I promise.” 

I lifted his tranquilized hand toward his mouth but, just before he let the pieces enter him, he 
smiled at me. 

“A-A-Allis-s-son-n,” Feral said to me. “A-Al-llis-son, s-s-sorr-y.” 
I did not know if he could feel my regret or if he expressed his own. Perhaps, the feelings were one 

and the same. I smiled large enough to match his. Then, as if he lifted his hand himself, the chocolates 
fell with ease onto his tongue and he chewed and swallowed them. 

He coughed several times over and discharged his blood which mixed with the Arbiter’s in Feral’s 
teeth. I held him to restrain his throbbing. As he toiled in my arms, his limbs grew limp and heavy. 
Finally, he’d fallen asleep. I shut his eyes. 

Blistering tears shot from my eyes. I slammed my fists against the floor and rolled about in the 
mixed blood until, once more, Schoolteacher Alphonse’s soothing face rescued me. The tears left on my 
cheeks squeezed into my skin, providing me with a slight, alleviating high. I rose to my feet and stared 
with half-open eyes at the bodies beneath me. 

“I only wish it were less painful for him,” I said. 
“How do you feel?” Schoolteacher asked. “Avappas like this can’t be easy t0 endure.” 

“I’m fine,” I assured. “I want to take a nap.” 
I heard footsteps enter behind us. They gave us the privacy we quietly desired—most likely to 

avoid catching my sadness, or possible madness, than out of deference. 
“Alright then,” Schoolteacher Alphonse approved with a nod. “But tomorrow you should visit 

Concord and speak to a Meretrix. Sometimes it helps to solidify the Avappas with words.” 

“The remaining Arbiters will want to question me,” I stated. “I enabled him to do this. They may 
exile me.” 

“You did your best to blaze a new path for the rest of us to follow,” Schoolteacher said. “I think, 
more likely than exile would be your promotion to Hominisagta.” 

“Hominisagta—after this?” 

“What you have been through with Feral is unlike anything our society has ever experienced 
before. We need you here to tell us all about it and open up our world. Hominisagta embrace the 

potential risk of an unknown world and craft it into tools we continue to use for ages. The very first 
Hominisagta was Julian Brass. He led an expedition out of the cave our ancestors lived in. He 

showed that it was safe for us to live on the outside again.” 
“Am I really as brave as he was?” 
“Some things can be measured with a metered stick; other things, you just know,” Schoolteacher 

recited. “I think you know, Allison.” 
From the corner of Feral’s clasped eye, a tear formed a still, lasting stream across the arch of his 

nose. I wished I could hold that tear in my hand to manifest the world he’d left for me. 
 
The central edifice in our city is, aptly, the Center. That is where the Arbiters preside. 

From the Center, the North, West, and East Wings extend, where the majority of our 
citizenry lives and works. Our civilization is shaped like a giant semicircle which stretches to 
the north of the Center. The Brink Mountains at the farthest point north from the Center 
mark our ancestors’ old foxholes. The Matrices and Meretrica live in Deuchaumbre and 



Concord Hall, respectively, which thrive on the outer arches of the semicircle. And the 
wildernesses painted here and there provide us rich landscapes to enjoy. 

But, behind the Center is the awesome South Gate, beyond which lies a vast, un-braved 
infinity. We think that’s where you got here from. That day, you burst through the Center 
chamber as if to make a statement. Then you ran right into Schoolteacher Alphonse’s 
classroom as if you knew I would be there and that I would be the one to approach you. I like 
to think that you chose me. You asked me to do something for you that no one else would. 
I—I don’t know if I’ve succeeded or if I ever will. But one day, you’ll speak to me. And that 
day, you can tell me yourself. 

 


