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Everybody has secrets. Secrets are a side effect of life. But where some people have tiny earthwormlike secrets-harmless, perhaps even useful things wriggling around in their hearts, some people have massive tapeworm-secrets living inside them. These secrets aren’t good for much, they do almost nothing but steal energy, time, morals and sometimes bits of one’s soul. But they’re worth keeping around because when extracted, they are the perfect bait for big fish. 

Big fish such as Judge Nai of the town of Naralaky. Tapeworm-secrets were her business and everyone knew it, even if they didn’t know she was a judge. Her dark brown eyes were often narrowed beneath her furrowed black brows, her thin lips turned often downward. Her lips only really moved upwards in a smile-a true, loving smile-when she was in the presence of her wife, which was only really in the privacy of their shared home. A shame, really, since Judge Nai was a beautiful woman, and her showstopping smile was the final touch that made her look radiant. She was plump, with brown skin and long black hair that she rarely tied back, letting it flow freely down her back, it shone in perfect unison with her jeweled rings and polished red judge robes. Her hands were neat and clean, and it was easy to imagine that she would slice open her prisoners and extract their tapeworm-secrets with terrifying precision and calm, then wash her hands of the mess and call it a day. 

There was a time when no one in Naralaky could imagine her doing such a thing, but the times had changed. She was a woman now, a woman with a town to protect. 

And protecting the town meant dealing with the prisoners. 

Naralaky had enjoyed the safety of a low crime rate for many, many years. But ever since a deeply unfortunate...incident about a year or so back, the crime rate had begun to creep up a little. 

Now, Naralaky had a violent prisoner in its jail for the first time in over a decade. 

The lone guard posted at the jail door gave her a curt nod as she opened the heavy door for her. 

Naralaky’s position nestled among desert mountains meant that buildings of heavy stone like the jail grew to be agonizingly stuffy. As she made her way through the dark hallways, past empty cells, sweat was already gathering a little on her brow. She stupidly wished this place had more windows and fresh air, but if it did, it wouldn’t be a jail at all. 

She stopped in front of a cell where a person sat. 

In the distance, the guard slammed the door shut with a terrifying thud that reverberated through the whole building, but did nothing to rouse the prisoner slumped against the far wall of the cell. 

The judge walked up to the cell bars and cleared her throat. 

The prisoner remained as limp as a discarded ragdoll. 

She cleared her throat once more. 

Still nothing. 

“Excuse me, the judge would like to speak with you now.” 

The judge leaned closer to inspect the prisoner for any signs of life. 

The prisoner was a scrawny woman in stained brown clothes whose age was almost impossible to determine. Her bruised face was wrinkled and her shoulder-length hair was pure gray, but those could’ve been the result of a stressful life spent evading the law. 

A tattoo of a coyote stood out boldly against her pale, sweating forearm. Her already white skin had lost an unhealthy amount of color, a result of her ancestry, living in the shadows, and the infected-looking wound on her left leg. 

She did not appear to be breathing. The judge couldn’t even make out a twitch in the nostrils of her small narrow nose. 

Time for an unfortunate last resort. 

The judge walked over to the empty cell across from the one occupied by the prisoner, opened it, picked up the empty waste bucket, walked back up to the prisoner’s cell, and slammed the wooden bucket against the cell bars with a grunt. 

The prisoner jolted awake with a yelp. 

The judge smirked a little at the stunned look on her face. 

“I’ve seen children play dead better than you.” It was a lie, but the anger that flashed across the prisoner’s face was very real, and that made the judge’s smirk grow. 

The prisoner sighed and rolled her eyes like an annoyed teenager. “Fine. Let’s get this over with. No, I will not tell you anything. No, I do not know anything about whatever harebrained scheme you think I’m involved with. No, none of my plans involved your weird little town.  No, I don’t want to be executed. Happy?”

The judge raised her eyebrows. 

“What, you don’t think I haven’t been imprisoned before? I’ve been doing this job longer than you’ve been alive.”

That caught the judge’s attention. “What is your job, precisely?” 

“What makes you think I’ll tell you?” 

“I’ll tell the guards to withhold your food and water until you tell me.” 

“You’re bluffing.” 

“Am I?” The judge raised an eyebrow. 

The prisoner fell silent, scowling. The judge could see how much she had been sweating. 

The judge took a step away from the cell and turned, preparing to walk away. 

“Wait, wait!” she yelped. “Wait.” 

The judge turned around slowly. “Yes?” 

“Fine, I’ll talk. I don’t feel like dying of thirst today.” She snarled. Then she took a deep breath and smoothed her features into grim acceptance. “Come here.” 

The judge obeyed the command of her prisoner, the first time that had ever happened. 

“So, your town’s got a bit of a nasty history, doesn’t it?” The prisoner pointed to the east, indicating the door to the jail and the wider world. “Loads of Nocturnals living in those mountains and caves close by. Where most people would accept the creatures as their neighbors, you try to forcibly isolate yourself from them. Is it true that the citizens of Naralaky themselves forced the local  dreameaters to live in the underground caves all those decades ago? No, I doubt that’s true. This town’s too small to have that much influence. But my point still stands.” 

“What is your point? What does this have to do with your arrest?” 

“I’m getting to it. Sheesh, you young people, so impatient.” 

“Anyway, now you’re building a wall around the whole town...? To keep Nocturnals and even other humans out? Strange idea, but who am I to stop you? Uh, anyway, back to what this has to do with my arrest. “ 

“I’ve been going through a tough time financially. My- my business partner passed a while ago. Natural causes. Ever since then, it’s been really difficult to get consistent customers and keep my business afloat. I used to be able to find consistent work in one area, but recently I’ve had to travel. For work.” 

“Looking for work?” The Judge ventured. 

“For work.” The prisoner said firmly, not elaborating. “Recently, my line of work led me to passing through Naralaky. Which is how we ended up unfortunately crossing paths.” 

“You were arrested for violently attempting to steal a necklace.” 

“Violently? All I did was threaten to break the lady’s bones! I’m starting to realize why you want the wall so badly. You people are too fragile to survive in the wider world.” 

The judge ignored that. At least I have more information now. 

“I will ask you once more: what is your work, and why did it call you to pass through our town?” 

The prisoner scowled. 

Then she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. Her hand moved to the hip of her wounded leg. Then she spoke with the finality of someone testing deep and dangerous waters. 

“My job is slitting people’s throats.” 

The judge froze. 

“Is that so?” 

“Why would I tell a lie that would get me an even harsher sentence?” 

“So you planned to kill someone in Naralaky?” 

“No. I was just passing through. But my last client didn’t pay much, so when I saw that necklace I couldn’t help myself.”

A hint of regret and self-loathing slipped into the prisoner’s tone. She moved her jaw around a little, as if weighing the words in her mouth before she said them. 

“If my business partner were here, she’d rightfully be angry with me. She’d be nagging my ear off about this. ‘Letting yourself get caught because of a necklace of all things? Really, Marsamella, really?’ she always said really twice when she was mad.” 

“Your name is Marsamella?” 

The prisoner froze, her eyes bulging as if she’d suddenly realized she’d swallowed a live bird. “No.” 

The lie was so obvious she wanted to laugh. Instead she shook her head. 

“Another mistake your business partner would berate you for, it seems.” 

“Yeah. She was a real thinker. Thought all the time. I know technically everyone thinks all the time, but she was just one of those people who spends hours thinking her thoughts and doing so in a way that made them seem important. Always made her seem like she’d thought everything through. I never learned from her. Never learned how to think, or how to pretend to think. And now I’m in jail over a necklace.” 

A long and peculiar silence stretched out between them, filled with the understanding of grief.

“I’m sorry for your loss.” The judge said, surprised by her own words and how genuinely she meant them.

Marsamella said nothing, looking at the floor. Her jaw was clenched. 

Perhaps the grief clouding her judgment led to her arrest. She thought, and just like that, the spell was broken. They were no longer a person grieving and a person trying to comfort, but a judge standing in front of a prisoner. 

She cleared her throat. For some reason, Marsamella took this as a cue to keep talking instead of to shut up. 

“She didn’t fight Death when Death came for her. I think that’s because she recognized her face. All assassins are warned to look away from the flickers of Death’s face you see, but my business partner didn’t look away as often as she should have. She says she fell in love a little with Death, from what she saw.” She sighed. “It was so sappy. Just like her. She got all the softness in the family. Sucked it all out of our mother. But make no mistake, she could slide that blade right over someone’s throat like nobody’s business. She would sneak up behind you just like Death. Was she trying to emulate and impress her lover? Who knows. Who knows.” 

“Did she tell you what Death looked like?” Goosebumps were now prickling over the judge’s skin in spite of the oppressive heat of the building. 

“She said Death looks like the most beautiful person you’ve ever seen. Her beauty is so intoxicating nobody can look away.” Marsamella chuckled a little. “I fought her a bit on that. You know, cause if nobody can look away from Death’s beautiful face, then how come vampires can be brought back from the dead by another vampire? She never answered my question. And now she never will.”

“Well, you will get to find out for yourself soon enough.” 

“You’re going to execute me?” Marsamella didn’t sound that surprised. 

“No.” 

Then the judge turned around and left. 

“Why didn’t you execute her?” Leeva, the judge’s wife asked, surprised. 

“Her story of Death reminded me of-of an old childhood tale a friend once told me.” her gaze hardened. “And judging by the state of the wound on her leg, Death will come for her soon enough.” 

“Good gods.” 

Death did not come soon. Death abstained, taking Her sweet time, allowing Marsamella to struggle upright and begin playing with the lock keeping her cell shut. Death waited, allowing Marsamella to successfully pick the lock with a sneer. Death watched as Marsamella crawled painstakingly slowly out of her cell under the cover of darkness, using her skills honed by years of assassinating to sneak past the snoring guards. Death got a little closer, but still did not touch her, as she snapped the branch off of a scraggly tree and used it as a walking stick to keep weight off of her bad leg as she snuck through the streets of the sleeping town. Death listened to the music of Marsamella’s weakening body: the fierce drumbeats of her pulse and footsteps, the violin-screech of her ragged wheezes, the occasional gurgle from her guts, as she doggedly made her way towards the mountains and hills. Death crept a little closer, becoming more energized, as Marsamella, by some miracle, made her way up a mountain and into the mouth of a cave. 

Both Marsamella and Death made their way underground, taking deep breaths of the familiar air. They were both known down here. Marsamella had a handful of friends. Death did not. Death was both reviled and revered in this place. She was seen this way everywhere, but especially in the realm of vampires. 

There were not many vampires gathered here now, mostly just dreameaters. Vampires and dreameaters shared an almost symbiotic relationship, a result of their shared nocturnal nature. 

Where are the vampires? I need a vampire.  Marsamella thought.

But there were none as far as she could see, almost like they were repelled by her. They probably were, wary of her infected stink. 

“Are you all right?” A breathy male voice asked. It was a dreameater man. He looked perfectly human, save for his massive eyes, strange and sharp teeth, and the fact that he seemed to be able to walk while hardly making a sound.

“Where can I find a vampire?” She rasped. Her voice sounded hideous, even to her own ears. 

He took a step back, alarmed. “Uhhh, try over there?” he pointed to the west, towards a tunnel. 

“Thanks.” 

“Do you need help?” 

“I’m fine.” she grunted. 

“Really, it’s kind of far, I can help you-”

“I don’t need help.”

She didn’t hear what he said after that, what he shouted to her back as she walked away. She couldn’t focus on many noises anymore, but she did register the sound of footsteps trailing very closely behind hers. It was odd, given that her limp was forcing her to go so slowly, and yet the person behind her had an even and strong gait. They should have been passing her. 

And yet they stayed behind her, following her like a dog. 

“How did you get those bruises?” An unfamiliar voice asked. She knew it was the person behind her, because the voice came from behind her. And from her left. And from her right. And from in front of her too. 

Man, she needed to find those vampires and their tunnels, or else she was done for. 

How long was this godsdamn tunnel?

“How did you get those bruises?” the voice asked again. It was a woman’s voice. For a split second she thought she felt a cold finger grazing the swollen skin of her bruised cheek. 

“Leave me alone.” 

“Did you get them in a fight? As a killer for hire, you must’ve gotten into a lot of fights.” 

“I did.” she said in response to both statements.  

“Did you win?” 

“Yeah. I sent that wretched, good-for-nothing fool running away screaming.” 

“You’re lying.” 

Marsamella was lying. She’d been the one to run away screaming from that fight. But she’d left her marks. Oh yes, she’d left her mark. They’d regret crossing her. They’d never forget her, never. 

“Of all the people you want to remember you, why them?” The voice asked, as pleasantly curious as if they were inquiring about her favorite foods. The combination of the question and the tone made Marsamella uncomfortable in a way she couldn’t explain. 

Or maybe that was because she was beginning to get a pounding headache. 

“I want them to remember me ‘cause I hurt them. I want them to think of me and remember pain.” 

“A lot of people remember you this way, you know.” 

“Good. That’s what we always wanted to do, me and Euliry. That’s my sister.” Marsamella started to feel her sentences falling apart, her thoughts becoming blurry, flickery. 

How long was this godsdamned tunnel? She thought again.

“This tunnel is not very long, but you are walking very slowly due to your injuries. It will take some time for you to reach your desired destination. We have plenty of time to talk.” The voice was still calm and pleasant. 

Marsamella smiled. “You wanna keep talking to me?” 

“Only if you want to keep talking.” 

“So polite. Nobody’s ever flirted with me this politely before.” 

The voice laughed. A rapid, ragged noise that sounded almost like an imitation of a sob. Huh-hu-huh. It was certainly not a sound someone made in the middle of normal (possibly flirtatious) conversation. 

Well, Marsamella had always preferred her partners as weird as she was. 

She opened her mouth to speak, but the voice cut her off, continuing in a smooth and calm voice.

“You really are a lot like your sister. She flirted with me all the time.” 

The voice was a lot closer now. 

Marsamella wiped some sweat out of her eyes, and found her companion was now standing next to her. 

Even out of the corner of Marsamella’s eye, she could see that she was beautiful. 

“I can see why my sister flirted with you. You’re-you’re-yeah.” 

The woman laughed again, more of a giggle this time. Still a strange, rapid, sound. 

“I miss her.” Marsamella said, feeling the familiar pain beginning to well up inside her. 

“I know. She misses you too.” 

“I miss her for all the right reasons and all the wrong ones.” 

“The wrong ones?” 

“Without her, I can’t do anything. I lost two fights and got arrested since she died. Nobody wants to hire me. When they want to hire The Slitter Sisters to do their killing, they want The Slitter Sisters. They don’t want just one sister, some injured loser named Marsamella. Marsamella! Would you hire a killer named Marsamella?” 

“I don’t need to hire anybody. I take all the lives myself.” 

Marsamella tried to hide the fact that she swooned a little. Both because of her injuries, and her growing feelings for this woman. 

“And,” the other woman continued. “I have found, in my experience, that people tend to vastly underestimate what they perceive to be innocent or weak.” she shook her head. “Some people have such myopic views of the world. Weak, strong, smart, stupid, cruel, caring...it’s all a mix, and forever changing. You are all forever changing.” 

“Isn’t that the truth.” Marsamella paused. “Once I was strong, now I am weak. Once I was loved, now I am lonely.” 

“I can change that.” the woman said. She took two striding footsteps. Then she was in front of her, leaning close. She was so close she could’ve kissed Marsamella’s lips. 

They were the same height, she now realized. Staring into her blue eyes-no. Brown eyes. No, green eyes. Wait, hazel eyes? Whatever. Staring into her opponent’s eyes, she realized-

She realized- 

Her knees grew weak. 

“Getting nervous, Marsamella? That’s all right. Everyone is nervous their first time.” 

She was nervous. Terribly nervous, but at the same time terribly calm. 

The woman’s lips were beautiful. Marsamella couldn’t tell you what they looked like, but they were the most beautiful, kissable lips she’d ever seen in her long life. She knew she would never see lips-or a woman this beautiful- ever again.

She closed her eyes. 

She leaned forward. 

The woman reacted slowly. She placed her hands on Marsamella’s shoulders. Her hands were cold. 

“Can I open my eyes?” Marsamella whispered. “Can I see you, just one last time?” 

“Of course.” 

Marsamella opened her eyes. The woman’s face was mind-meltingly beautiful, even though she didn’t have one anymore. 

“My gods.” 

“That’s what they all say.” 

“I know.” 

She understood why Euliry claimed to have fallen in love with Death now. She understood a lot of things now. 

“Close your eyes and kiss me, my beautiful Marsamella.” 

Marsamella, never one to refuse an invitation from a beautiful woman, obeyed. 

The Local Death sighed, exhaling Marsamella’s soul to let her journey to the hereafter. They sighed again, letting Their physical form loosen at the seams. Having a physical form to touch the living with was fun, sometimes, She enjoyed being seen as something the living called androgynous but enjoyed being seen as something called a woman even more. But either way, it couldn’t last. 

Which was a bit of a tragedy, seeing as this area was so interesting, especially to a young Death like Herself. 

I suppose all Deaths feel that way about their assigned areas. They thought. The world was far too large and ancient for a single embodiment of Death to handle all souls, so every significantly large enough portion of land was given a Death every few centuries. Sometimes two or more Deaths were even given to the same place in the event of extreme tragedies. 

While the tragedies that took place here were not as extreme as, say, the giant boulder that fell from the sky and killed all the giant lizards several millennia ago (that had happened before The Local Death had even been conceived, but the event still fascinated them. They sometimes wondered what it was like to be a Death during those times, collecting the souls of those creatures); but they were still tragedies. 

They would grow less sensitive towards these tragedies as the decades went on and She became as neutral and uninterested in the living as Their elders. But until that day, They would love to observe the living. 

As a Death, They knew all the ways every single living thing in Her area would meet their end, and all the near-death experiences they would have along the way (and the actual-but temporary-deaths they would have, in the case of vampires). The near-death experiences and brushes with death fascinated Them the most. With dying, there was nothing really left but the hereafter. But a near-death experience, or a death that was not permanent? Now that was interesting. 

She reached out, probing all the living things in these caves and on the Surface, seeing all the ways They would touch them. An almost fatal fall, old age, an accident caused by a contraption that hasn’t been invented yet, heart attack, falling rock, stroke, infection, and-oh. 

There were three of them, no, more, all fated to have an extremely unique brush with death. A vampire (or multiple, She wasn’t sure), had already died and had already set things in motion. 

Well. I cannot wait for this to play out. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART 2 

[image: ]


THE SURFACE
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Kainma

Kainma felt her lungs burning with held breath and her toes burning from supporting her full weight. Breathing and walking normally were risks, the sounds and vibrations would alert Her Majesty too easily. 

All Caves were dark (obviously), but this one almost unnervingly so. It had no torches, no campfires of moss, not even large clusters of fungi or glowworms. The only light was from a tiny mushroom on the wall. Thankfully, it was enough to see the ruby by. 

Ah, the ruby. The gigantic, hideous, perfect, wonderful, terrifying ruby. 

Really, it was just a rock. A shiny rock Her Majesty had clawed out of a Cave Wall, it was even still crusted with chunks of gray stone in some places. But to Surface people, it would guarantee her a place among them. Maybe even a comfortable place.

The ruby (being just a rock) didn’t know any of that, it just sat there. It stayed passive as she lifted her chisel to it and began to tensely chip away at it. 

It broke almost too easily, and Kainma could have whooped with delight. Soon she was surrounded by fragments of glowing ruby glowing in the mushroom-light like scattered embers. When her bare toes were covered with ruby-dust and ruby shards, she kicked them off and began collecting them. 

For a split second, Kainma imagined the faces of her parents and aunts and uncles when she told them she was going to the surface, and the thought made her instinctively shake her head as it would never happen. Neither of her parents had had very many siblings, so when they started dying off of natural causes one by one, it didn’t take long for her parents to be the only ones left. Then when the fever outbreak happened, it didn’t take long for both of her parents to sink until Kainma herself was the only one left. Now she was going to the Surface and they would never know about it.

Wait, that’s not true. 

Do I have time to...all right, I’ll do it really quickly. 

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and started praying to the only people who could send a message to her family for her. 

The Color People. 

There were many names for the Color People: The Ghosts, the Beginners, The Flyers, the Flying People. But Kainma liked the name Color People the best. Because that was what they were, colorful. Almost as colorful as dreams. 

No one was sure who the Color People were, and no one could ever ask them. All anyone was sure of was that once, a long time ago, long before even the queen was born over two centuries ago, the Color People painted colorful pictures on some of the walls of the deep caves. Colorful handprints that reached almost to the ceiling; drawings of fantastical creatures that no one was sure were real. Some of their belongings still remained, like bowls, making people believe they still lingered and could pass on messages to the dead. 

Dear Color People, 

Hello, it’s me, Kainma. Do you remember me? The last time I talked to you I was really angry at you, because my parents had died just hours before and I was angry at anything and everything. I don’t think you killed them. I’m sorry I was so angry. 

You probably don’t remember me. You’ve probably gotten hundreds of angry people over the years. We probably all bleed together in your eyes. But I don’t care if this prayer is original. I just need you to hear it. 

Please help me get out of here safely.  

Thank you. 

She opened her eyes.

She didn’t physically have her parents, or anyone, really, but she had two bags, one of clothing, belongings, fruit, water; and another of ruby shards, a chisel for the shards, and the desire to go to the Surface. 

It was...complicated. She’d been born underground and for the first eleven years of her life she thought she’d live out her life and die here too. But over the years, she’d smelled the air from the surface that blew in through cracks, how fresh and dry it seemed. During climbtime, when the cave walls became covered with the plants that sprouted from the dreams of sleeping burrowing animals, she saw glimpses of things in the fruit she ate from the plants. Massive things. Frightening things. Beautiful things. Great things. 

So when conditions would sometimes sour underground-too little dream-fruit to eat, disease outbreaks, contempt for the queen, it was no wonder why some dreameaters chose to go above ground. Most of them went with friends of family, or went because of friends and family, but Kainma was an anomaly, planning to go alone. It was stupid, yeah, but she’d even once caught a trace of a saying in a dream-fruit she ate: When you’ve hit rock bottom, there’s no place to go but up. 

She was an orphan in an underground cave. She was probably both literally and figuratively a lot deeper than this rock bottom they spoke of. 

She heaved the bags over her shoulders and began to walk. 



She hadn’t even left the Caves yet and she was already lost. 

This was off to a great start. 

Deep breaths Kainma, she told herself. Look around. Feel around. 

All right. 

She cleared her mind, probing for the presence of other minds nearby. There were several, a good distance away from her, to the west. They were well-guarded, so she couldn’t sense any of their thoughts. 

Closer to her, and getting closer, was a young mind shielded with weaker defenses. His mental walls had holes, were trembling in some places, and he seemed to be making efforts to reinforce them, and make his way down the tunnel. He seemed annoyed but not actively hostile. 

The tunnel. I should check the tunnel walls and see where I am. 

There was plenty of writing on these cave walls, most notably, a giant scrawled sign scored into the stone. 

←–VAMPIRES DEN 

She was approaching the main caves where vampires made their homes alongside the pools of magic water that could help turn a corpse into a vampire. Decades ago this place had been called the den, but a lot of vampires developed complicated feelings towards it due to its animalistic association. Somebody had scratched out the word den on the sign several years ago and nobody had bothered to fix it, not wanting to risk digging too deeply into the stone and causing irreparable damage. Now it just gave the sense that if one went left they’d find vampires. 

And judging by the fact that a young vampire seemed to be approaching her now, the sign was correct.

She guessed he was about twelve or thirteen, maybe even fourteen at the oldest, so he was close to her age but not her height, he was about a head taller than her. His skin was the healthy brown she associated with surface dwellers. Where his skin was dark, his hair was light, a yellowish color so pale it was almost white. His pale clothing was simple and lightweight, like hers. His gait was uneven, and he had the fingertips of his left hand pressed to the wall of the cave as if to steady himself or help find his way. 

“Excuse me,” she asked. “How knowledgeable are you about the surface?” 

He froze, his fingers in the middle of the sentence I kissed a girl here, his eyes widening and then lighting up. “The surface was my home! I-I c-can t-tell y-you almost anything about i-it!” His stutter seemed to either be worsened or caused by the fangs in his mouth that he was clearly still getting used to. Spittle would fly out of his mouth at random times as he spoke, and he kept covering his mouth or jerking his head away from her. 

“Oh, please do! I’m heading up there right now.” 

“Oh! So, um, there are a lot of things you should be prepared for up there.” He fell into contemplative silence for a moment. “What d-do y-you already kn-know?” 

“Um, I’ve heard of something called the sun, and I know the sky, uh, changes, and there’s lots of animals and people up there. And their money system is a little different.”

“I-is that i-it?” 

“I think so.” 

“Okay. Brace yourself. S-sunlight’s hot. Picture the light of a torch or f-fire m-multiplied by a thousand, and coming from a giant hovering orb in the s-sky that y-you cannot look at. The s-sun moves. The b-beginning of the day is dawn. That’s when the sun rises. S-slowly. The s-sky turns from dark to light blue. Then it is morning. Then the s-sun moves highest, to the center of the sky, and s-stays there f-for a wh-little bit. Then the sun lowers i-itself in the opposite direction, and the s-sky grows dark again. That is a day.” 

He could be lying to her. It sounded ludicrous. Giant moving, glowing orb in the sky? But it could explain the strange things she’d caught snippets of in dream-fruits, and explained some of the very old sayings she’d heard tossed around here and there. The crack of dawn. High noon.  She started to nod. Surface people must’ve kept time by the sun, like how cave dwellers kept time by the massive mechanical clock in the queen’s throne room that sent out massive, reverberating gongs every hour.

“How does it move? What happens when it goes away?”
“S-slow down. I don’t know what the sun is or how it m-moves. All I know is the s-stuff I told you. Oh, and sometimes it gets blocked by clouds. Clouds are these floating things in the sky th-that m-move with the w-wind. Sometimes water falls from the clouds, th-that’s c-called rain. It’s not dangerous, but s-sometimes so much water falls it makes places f-flood.”
A droplet of water fell from the condensation-coated cave ceiling. He pointed a thin finger at it. “Like that. But on a m-massive scale.” 

“Are clouds and the sun alive?”

“...no.” He sounded a little unsure though. 

“Then how do they move?” 

“Clouds f-float in the air, I don’t know. Oh, and I almost forgot to warn you about night.” 

“Night?” 

“When the sun sets, it goes below the horizon, to a place we cannot see. Then the whole world is dark. There are just tiny flecks of light in the s-sky-those are called stars. It is b-beautiful and p-peaceful, but also dangerous. Because that’s when c-criminals and d-dangerous people come out, when they think no one can see them. So be careful.”

“Sun, stars, clouds, and night. This is all so confusing! How do you Surface people do it? Do you just wake up every morning prepared for that day to be the day the sun burns you or the clouds flood your town? How do you all not go crazy with fear?”

“I c-could ask y-you the same question. Do you all just wake up every day-if you know it is a day at all-ready for today to be the day an earthquake collapses the cave and crushes you all? And when that d-does not happen, there is just n-no change? How do you all not go c-crazy with b-boredom?”

“Fair point.” 

“Though I guess being down here m-might've driven y-you c-crazy, huh?” He said weakly, gesturing at her bags. “S-sorry, that was rude.”

“It’s fine.” 

Crazy. She’d never heard that before. She sensed, probing hesitantly around the holes in his mental walls, that crazy meant mentally different, mentally unwell. Interesting. It was definitely a word coined by humans or vampires, who could not sense the inner workings of minds and dreams like her kind could. 

“Uh, g-good luck.” He said earnestly. “You going u-up there alone?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Be v-very careful.” His face darkened. “It’s d-dangerous up there.” 

“What do I have to be the most worried about?”

“Um.” He rubbed the back of his neck, thinking. She sensed a lot of activity in his mind, whirring like the gears of Her Majesty’s giant clock. She caught flickers of things she barely understood. The vague outline of a scowling person’s face. The burning light of the sun. An eerie wailing sound that made her skin prickle with goosebumps. She’d heard that sound after once accidentally eating a nightmare fruit that burned her throat. The dreaming animal had associated the sound with death. 

“Be p-prepared for the environment. Do y-you have water? As much water as you can?”

“Yes.”

“Get w-water. As much of it as you c-can carry before you l-leave. You have food?” 

“Yes.” 

“Okay.” 

Something else flickered in his mind, something hot and dark, something that the rest of his mind flinched away from, like it was pulling itself away from the sight of something diseased lest the infection spread. It created the eerie but not uncommon sensation that the fabric of his mind had torn itself a little, cutting away the hot, dark thing and trying to keep it separated from everything else. 

She swallowed. She should probably tell him his mental walls had weakened enough for her to sense that, lest he embarrass himself. 

“I know you can e-eat dream f-fruit and read minds and all th-that.” He said, shifting himself uncomfortably. “But b-be v-very careful of who you t-trust.” 

“I already know that.” She said. Just because being able to sense minds was incredibly common in these caves didn’t mean there were no liars and cutthroats. All children were warned away from the deepest depths of the habitable caves, where certain vampires hid from the law. Sometimes these vampires would travel up to the higher cave levels and try to lure healthy young people back down to the lower levels with promises of anything their hearts desired, only to trap them and use them as their personal blood buffet, drinking their blood until their drained and dry corpses were either hidden or hauled and abandoned on an upper level. Because these people were often stripped of their identities and too drained of blood to turn into a vampire, it was difficult to punish those who had killed them. 

So, she was already well aware of the fact that not everyone could be trusted blindly. 

“Stay alert, k-keep your s-supplies s-safe, trust few p-people, and you should be fine. The s-surface isn’t all terrible,” He said, as if he hadn’t just warned her that it was incredibly dangerous and filled with untrustworthy people. “Good luck,” he said again.

“Thank you so much for all your help.” She said, nodding to him. He nodded back, and continued walking down the dark tunnel to wherever it was he was going. 



Even though there were a handful of tunnels that led to the surface, they weren’t always used very often. Nobody really needed to go up to the surface; Kainma had spent twelve years never once needing to leave. 

Until now. 

This particular tunnel was narrower than most, but as long as she didn’t panic, she could convince herself it wasn’t suffocatingly small. 

Don’t panic. Don’t panic, Kainma.  She hooked her firm, claw-tipped fingers into the ledges of the tunnel and began to climb, balancing the bags on her back. As long as you don’t panic, everything will be completely fine. 

She panicked. 

She wasn’t sure exactly when it started. Was it when she started to smell the difference in the air? Was it when she felt it gradually get warmer? Was it when her hand, slick with sweat, almost lost its place? Did all of these things occur at the same time? She would never know for certain, because in that split second, the only certain thing was fear. Choking, blinding fear that made her freeze and latch onto the wall for a solid minute, as if trying to avoid the watchful eye of a circling predator, then start scaling the wall as fast as she possibly could. 

The air was very different now. It was warmer and more full of light than ever. 

Kainma closed her eyes.

Kainma scrabbled onto the Surface.

She hunched over on all fours and took deep breaths of the dry air, waiting for her thundering heart to calm down, digging her hands into the soil. Dry soil. 

Her heart slowed down, and she began to probe around for the presence of other living, thinking creatures. She sensed several, the strange and unguarded minds of animals, but none of them seemed interested in harming her. Most of them seemed interested in their meals, or interesting smells, or-

She growled a little too herself. Don’t let them overwhelm you. Remember what you learned as a small child. Be safe and kind, focus on your own mind! The childish rhyme seemed infantilizing, almost frustrating up here. She translated it into adult-speak for herself. Don’t get sucked into the brains of others, think about what you are experiencing. 

So, what was she experiencing right now?

The air was still cool, but it was warmer than it had been underground. 

She dared to crack open her eyes a little. When they didn’t immediately start burning, she opened them more. 

She was surrounded by green and brown...things, everywhere. Some were small and stubby, and she recognized them as plants. Shrubs. She’d seen dream-plants grow like that sometimes, and had seen them in dreams themselves. Animals liked to eat them and hide in them. She didn’t really recognize the larger ones that reminded her just a little bit of giant, malformed mushrooms, with their huge and thick stalks. Everything was illuminated by the light of countless tiny glowing dots in the otherwise dark sky. Night time. 

Using the light of the stars to see, she checked her bag. Food. Check. Water. Check. Some clothes. Check. Ruby bits. Check. 

She checked her surroundings again. Nothing that seemed actively hostile. Yet. She stood up and flexed the claws at the tips of her strong hands, which were long and rugged from years of climbing. Well, if anything out here tries me, I’ll be ready. They won’t know what hit them. 

Kainma looked around, at the towering things everywhere and the distant sky beyond them. No matter how high I climbed, I could never touch the sky. 

I’ve never been without a ceiling. 

The thought should have made her jump for joy, instead it made her hunch with fear. She was so exposed out here, and she wasn’t even sure what she could be exposed to. 

I guess there’s only one way to find out. 

Looping her bags over her shoulders, and steeling herself with another quick breath, she began to walk around. 

The ground was much more uneven up here, not like the footpaths of the cave, but more like the more rugged walls she’d climbed. There were heartbeats where she felt like a toddler learning to walk, and stupidly wished for someone’s hand to hold. 

You’re going to be fine, she told herself. Why don’t you focus on something familiar? 

The only truly familiar thing up here so far were the many rocks she saw and occasionally bumped against. She’d never been so happy to feel cold, merciless stone. 

A cold wind raked over her skin, and she struggled to breathe in it. The boy didn’t mention how powerful the wind could get up here. She struggled to breathe even more when the wind was accompanied by a massive rustling sound from all around.  When she realized it was the sound of the plants moving around in the wind, she swallowed and sighed in relief.

Phenomena like that strong wind are probably everyday occurrences for Surface creatures. How am I going to handle being up here? Even if I can handle myself up here, I don’t want the other creatures thinking I’m some fragile baby who doesn’t know how to survive! 

There was more movement, and it hadn’t come from the plants this time. 

Rapid footsteps kicked up dirt. Two minds, low to the ground, buzzing with activity. 

Goosebumps pricked her skin, despite the warmth of the night. 

Stay calm. She told herself. She could make out of the silhouettes of the creatures. They were smaller than she’d expected, but not that small. They were skinny things with four legs, narrow faces with intense eyes, topped with pointed ears. Behind them, furry tails swished at the ground. 

One of them opened its mouth. Its teeth were very sharp. 

She swallowed. Do not panic. She probed at their minds a little, which was easy as animals almost never guarded their thoughts. 

Their thoughts were made up of shapes and sounds, nothing that even resembled words. She focused for a second, translating into something she could at least try to understand. 

Paw hurt. Warm smell, new smell, close by. Large humanoid. This is the new smell. Eat it? Food? Food? Food?

They had no plans to attack her. They just wanted to know if they could eat her. Okay.

“Not food.” She rasped sternly. “Not food. NOT FOOD!” 

They both jolted back in unison, ears flattening against their heads. 

Aaaaa! One thought in panic, while its companion grunted. She stomped her feet and waved her claws. At the sight of her claws, they darted off into the dark, in search of something smaller to eat. 

That wasn’t so bad. She hoped the injured one’s paw felt better soon.

Kainma made her way further.

From her current position, it was difficult to get a good lay of the land. All she could see was endless soil and plants, some scraggly dream-plants, but mostly regular ones. There were bursts of activity, but it was mostly just animals. She sensed the two four-legged things had found some food to eat a short distance away from her, and she recognized the rapid thoughts of bats in sporadic bursts above her. No people. Yet. 

Where are they? Are they all asleep? It doesn’t make sense; human and Nocturnal settlements are usually extremely close to each other, and the fact that my Caves get new vampires all the time means humans are constantly living and dying nearby.  Plus the four-legged things recognized me as a humanoid, meaning they too have close contact with humans. 

So where is everybody? 

Another wind blew, colder this time. She took out her waterskin and took a few gulps and sighed, listening to the rustling of the plants in the wind.

She looked up at one of the very tall plants. She reached out a hand and touched it. It had a rough surface, and felt very firm to the touch. 

Here goes nothing. 

WIth a grunt, Kainma dug her claws into it and began to climb. It felt firm initially, but now that she was scaling it, it felt frighteningly fragile and foamy. But it supported her weight, and even had growths protruding from it that she could grab for support and balance. Soon, she was far enough from the ground for anxious voices in her head to begin muttering, but she reminded the voices that the ground on the Surface was much softer than stone. She should still be careful, though. But before she could reason with the voices any further, they were silenced by what she saw before her. 

There were clusters of firelight in the distance, illuminating little houses. The fires glimmered like a reflection of the sky above her.

Hello, Surface people. 

I wonder what they’re all thinking right now. 

They’re probably all asleep. What will they do once they wake? 

Probably the same things that dreameaters do in the caves: eat, work, be with the people they love...

Everything is so different up here. Different but the same. 

Kainma slowly made her way down, back to the merciful ground. Then she felt it. 

The air was warming, like she was near a fire. But there was no fire nearby. She looked around and made a feeble noise as she saw the sky was changing. 

This is what the vampire boy told you about, the movement of the sky. You knew it was coming. 

That doesn’t make it any less fascinating. 

The stars were disappearing, their light dimming in comparison to the growing one from somewhere beyond the horizon. The bigger light was steadily illuminating the whole sky. 

It’s...beautiful.

The light steadily grew and grew, the air getting warmer and warmer.

It’s...painful. Oh, oh no, it hurts-

“My eyes!” 

Kainma clutched her face, falling to the ground. She fell onto all fours and swung her head around like a distressed animal, daring to open her eyes just a little to see if there was somewhere, anywhere where she could take shelter from the burning light. 

Maybe there’s a rock ledge, or something- 

Do you really want to risk crawling around blindly over uneven terrain, looking for a convenient rock? 

What else am I supposed to do? 

She punched the soft earth like a small child throwing a tantrum. A cloud of dust, and an idea, hit her in the face. 

She crawled a little further away, to the west, where there was another very tall plant with several smaller shrubby plants growing around it. She curled up in the shade cast by the plants, scooped up handfuls of dirt and spread them over her skin since the sun was bothering her, then put her head down and slept. 

Her eyes opened of their own accord, and they were able to open with little pain. The sky was changing to become dark again. She stood, thoroughly dusted herself off, and stretched, feeling shockingly well-rested. 

Maybe it was not so shocking. Humans slept at night, so it made sense that a dreameater would be most awake when their biggest food source was most available. Her body had been built for this. 

She drank some water, made her way out of the bushes, and into the dream filled night. 

She was worried her footsteps would be too loud against the dry soil, but thankfully, they were not. Waking the sleeping creature would’ve caused the dream-plants and fruit to wither instantly, and if they stayed awake, their body would cease to produce the little seeds that fell out of their sleeping mouths and noses that grew into dream-plants, robbing the creature of rest and a dreameater of food. 

She wondered if that was why vampires sometimes commented that dreameaters had “weird feet” or “odd gaits”, nothing was supposed to hear them approaching. 

And indeed, nothing heard her approach them. Everything that was asleep right now stayed that way, filling the place with delicious dreams. 

Kainma didn’t know what to choose. The firm speckled berries sprouting from a bright blue vine that trailed down from the head of some creature sleeping in a branch? The dull purple fruit the size and shape of her fingers that poked out of the entrance of a little den in the ground? The teeny tiny amber fruits growing from the mind of an animal so small she couldn’t even see it? It was a veritable feast! 

She nibbled at a few of the speckled berries, they were very juicy, and the juice that splashed over her tongue made a faint image of the blue sky appear in her mind. A dream about flying. It was delicious but somewhat unnerving; she wasn’t ready to think about heights just yet. Back in the caves she would’ve forced herself to keep eating them, but now she had much more to choose from. 

She could even travel and try some human dreams. 

Whoa, let’s not get too cocky just yet. She told herself as she bit off a hunk of a dull purple fruit with a crunch. It was cool, but had weird stringy insides, and made her think of digging up worms. The taste made her a bit nostalgic for the caves, and she surprised herself by unexpectedly tearing up. 

I wish I could’ve stayed down there, but all I would’ve eaten would’ve been fruits like these. 

She began to cry in earnest, all her emotions hitting her at once. She dropped the fruit and buried her face in her hands and sobbed until it was hard to breathe. She took several deep, shuddering breaths, drinking some water to steady herself. It’s going to be all right. She told herself. It’s going to be all right. She repeated to herself until the words lost all meaning. She messily wiped tears off her face and out of her eyes, making the world look clear again. Now that she could see the drab fruit she’d been eating, and it filled her with a stab of inexplicable contempt. She kicked it, and watched it tumble away. I crawled my way up onto the Surface, for goodness sake. I can have delicious hearty human dreams if I so please! I deserve it!

Kainma was a good distance away from the human town, but she was still closer to it than she’d initially believed. There was some sort of wall being constructed around it, but it was unfinished and small, with many gaps, so she was able to easily make it in. It was a small town, probably even smaller than the population of the caves. But it made up for its lack of humans with its abundance of their dreams. 

Dream plants covered the town. Vines covered walls, stubborn bulging roots almost tripped her underfoot. And the fruit they grew! Purple-speckled yellow fruits the size of her head dangled from the rafters of one house, while fruits the size and shape of human skulls poked out of the windows of another. Kainma jabbed the side of a skull shaped one with a finger, and it cracked in half instantly, exposing red flesh like a tongue. Kainma’s mouth started to water at the smell of the juice, but she forced herself to keep walking. She had to survey all her options. 

Kainma quickly noticed something rather unusual about the town. It seemed that for every delicious dream a villager had, they had a rotten stinking nightmare. Nightmare fruits were swollen, and asymmetrical, not in the natural and almost playful way of dreams, but like lumpy diseased wounds.  In many places, the dreams and nightmares were intertwined, their vines and roots fighting for space. One grand building in particular was practically being eaten alive by the nightmares. The nightmares’ black and gray vines were shaped like claws, and they dug into the walls of the building so ferociously that they left scrapes on the stone. 

Whoa. Better keep moving. 

There was another gust of wind, one that shook and rattled the many fruits around her. Kainma watched the nightmare fruit shake in the breeze, and the movement made something gleam. 

Nearly choked by the nightmares, there sat the biggest dream fruit Kainma had ever seen. Its surface was smooth and shiny, and it smelled amazing. 

For a dream that strong to survive among this many nightmares, it must be made of strong, good stuff. 

That was it. That was the one she wanted. 

She was nervous about scaling the wall, but it was easier than she expected and she didn’t have to climb very high. She was able to use the claws on her feet to get a decent hold on a thick vine, so her hands were free to grab the fruit. Holding it in the crook of one arm, she climbed down until she could safely hop to the ground, sit down hard, and take a big bite. 

Kainma was nearly thrown to the ground with the ferocity of the dream.

The images exploded in her head as the juices and flavors burst on her tongue. 

It is a warm day, the sun is burning so brightly overhead it ought to burn my eyes, but it doesn’t. The streets are so busy today! 

I can’t tell if I say the words, or think them, or if someone else entirely says them. But it doesn’t matter, it’s true. There are people coming and going every which way. The streets haven’t been this populated in years, so the sight fills me with warmth and pride. 

A familiar hand slips into mine. 

I look up to her and smile. She smiles back, bright as the sun. 

Her smile grows so wide it starts to split
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