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Mualani first heard about Kinich through rumors.



Nasty rumors, if she may add.



That his methods were ruthless, but efficient. That his prices were high as a mountain, but his services were quality work. That his attitude was far too unbothered and cold.



Mualani knew better than to listen to those rumors, though. She knew how dramatic and exaggerated they usually were – why, one rumor that had floated around for 

literal months 

was about a casualty during the Pilgrimage, the horrible death of a competitor, which was 

not true at all

. The guy just took a blow to the head and passed out, but he was fine! Mualani had even seen the guy drink his weight in alcohol during the celebratory feast!



So, when some of her tribesmen started ranting about this Kinich-guy, talking about how ruthless and antisocial he was, she paid them no mind. She didn’t know the guy, therefore she couldn’t judge him based only on the words of others, especially when those words were anything but objective. She only rolled her eyes as everyone kept raving and complaining about him – even people from his own tribe.



Some part of her wanted to meet him, just out of curiosity.



Were his hands perpetually stained by the blood of his hunts? Was he really followed around by a nasty saurian, indescribable by humans? Was he so money-hungry that he accepted each and every job that paid well, no matter how cuestionable its morals were?



The chance didn’t appear until a few years later.



She had been tasked with guiding a few Sumeru scholars through Coatepec Mountain and she had been reviewing the route in her mind one last time before they left the camp, when she heard the sound of arguing close by.



There wasn’t supposed to be anyone around.



She smiled at the scholars – whose intelligence was a bit… debatable, but she supposed (and hoped) that it was simply a matter of different cultures and not that being students at Teyvat’s most prestigious school wasn’t synonymous with being smart – and sneaked away from the group, readying one of her pufferfish bombs.



The arguing got louder when she turned a corner and came face to face with–



“How dare you puny human point at Ajaw with that crude balloon, huh?! Why, I should–”



“Don’t mind him,” interrupted the boy, shoving the… saurian? Away with a careless hand and ignoring the following yelling with grace. “I’m sorry. We’re not enemies. Quite the opposite – I’m here because of a commission from a few scholars.”



Ah.



Mualani lowered her weapons and sighed, glad that there was no need to fight. She had just eaten breakfast, after all, so she had no desire to fight at all. They still had a long day ahead of them and a long route to get through – she had to save energy. 
Instead, she smiled and offered her hand to the boy, who was still ignoring his strange… companion.



Could it be…?



“That’s a relief! I’m Mualani. Nice to meet you!” she said and after a short pause, the boy took her hand and shook it firmly.



“I’m Kinich. Nice to meet you too,” he said, calm and assured, and-



Ah. He was. 



Huh. Interesting.



She shot a curious glance at who could only be the infamous Ajaw, took note of how strange – and yet, unthreatening – it (he?) was. She looked away soon enough, though.



Time to see if those rumors were true.



They returned to the group, all the while Mualani explained to Kinich the route they would take; the scholars wanted to see Cacahuatl, Grainfruits and mushrooms, so they would need to take a more scenic and long route. It was good that Kinich was there – that route was especially dangerous, and no matter how many times Mualani had participated (and won) at the Pilgrimage, fighting and protecting a group of probably scaredy-cat scholars would be… a nuisance.



So, they got to work.



Kinich was scarily efficient, she had to give him that. 



Even though the scholars were as slow as a tepetlisaur above ground, they still made good time and managed to finish the route in only a day and a half. Part of it was, of course, that Mualani knew perfectly well where those plants actually grew and how to get there easily, and another part was how Kinich – and technically Ajaw – cleared the path from any bandits in record time.



By the time they got to the Children of Echoes tribe to wave goodbye at the group of scholars – that now talked excitedly with each other about those plants, why were they so fascinated by them, anyway? – and wish them a safe return to their Akademiya, Mualani was pretty sure that she already had a good understanding of Kinich and his personality.



They watched the scholars stumble their way up the hill – “It’s really easy, just continue along the path! You can’t miss it!” – and Kinich counted the mora he had received as Ajaw rambled on and on about how he hoped the stupid scholars would just get buried under the moving sands and suffer a slow death.



Mualani hummed to herself, her own pay tucked in her backpack.



“So, I’ve heard quite a few rumors about you,” she said nonchalantly, swaying on her feet. She still had some energy left – she could ask around about Kachina, ask her to dance with her a bit - the girl was still so shy and insecure, but 

such

 a great dancer.



Kinich only hummed, just as nonchalant and unbothered. Mualani wondered what it would take for him to be bothered at all, but then decided that she didn’t want to know.



“A few of them say some… unsavory things about you,” she decided to say after a short moment of hesitation. Kinich probably knew anyway, she reasoned.



Indeed, the boy didn’t look surprised or particularly worried about those rumors. He just finished his counting and stuffed the mora in his pocket, before shoving Ajaw away so the saurian (saurian?) shut up enough for them to talk without any background rambling and cursing.



“And? What do you think? Am I a bad person like they say?” he asked, arching an eyebrow at her.



She couldn’t get a read on the emotions his gaze hid, and that bothered her a bit, in the sense that she was 

good with people 

and yet she couldn’t figure him out. Not 

yet

, she told herself.



She grinned widely.



“Mmm… nah. You’re a good guy!” She laughed and twirled to return to the tribe, hands behind her head. “So, want to have lunch? My treat!”



After a short pause, Kinich followed her without much fuss – not from him, but Ajaw had a couple of things to say about the fact.



They both ignored him completely.



…



Kachina had heard the rumors, of course. 
Hard not to, when everyone had a couple of them ready for discussion and commenting during tribe meetings.



She wasn’t one to trust what others said about random people behind their backs, though, especially when what they said was clearly exaggerated and probably not true at all, but she could admit to being intrigued about it.



When she asked Mualani about it once, her friend surprised her more than any rumor could hope to achive.



“Oh, Kinich! Yeah, I know him. Great guy, actually– a bit quiet but I’m afraid to think what would happen if he was as talkative and loud as Ajaw, his companion,” said Mualani, just like that. 

Just like that

.



Kachina trusted Mualani’s opinion, though. More than anyone else who talked behind Kinich’s back without even meeting him once. Mualani was good with people, after all – not like Kachina, who always stumbled over her own tongue and her words ended up buried under the others’ – and she had a keen eye when figuring people out, if they were good or bad, if they would haggle or not or if they would be good work-buddies.



So, Kachina didn’t pay much attention to the rumors floating about, not even as Kinich won the Pilgrimage and people whispered about how he had never died again after he received his Vision and about how he must not be human.



Mualani didn’t mention him much, anyway, even though Kachina knew that they were friends – but then again, Mualani was pretty busy most of the time, what with her store and being a guide, so she didn’t stay for long when she visited. It was a shame.



And then one day, Mualani offered to introduce them.



“U-um… Are you sure?” asked Kachina, fumbling with the few gemstones Ayo had brought her that morning.



Mualani stopped sipping her juice and frowned at her, almost disappointed. It made Kachina’s heart squeeze, but she soon found out that it was… just a misunderstanding.



“Don’t tell me you believe those stupid rumors… Kachina, don’t worry, I’ve told you, he’s–” started to rant Mualani, but Kachina hurriedly stood up and waved her hands in the air, feeling relief spread through her chest at that slight slip.



“No, no– Of course not! You told me that he was nice, and I believe you! It’s just…” Kachina lowered her eyes, her head, and fidgeted with the gemstones again, arranging them this way and that, looking at their hue and surface but not really taking note of it. It was just an excuse to avoid Mualani’s understanding eyes.



“Ah… Kachina, don’t worry! I’m sorry. I’m just… Huh.” Mualani actually cut herself off and frowned, before she huffed and took a long sip of her juice with a slight grimace that bordered on amused and yet exasperated. “I guess I’m just a bit defensive. About both of you, actually.” Kachina almost dropped another gemstone on the floor at that. “It’s just, in Kinich’s case… I know the rumors don’t bother him. I know! But sometimes… Ugh, sometimes I just wish people would 

shut their mouths.

”



“I know what you mean,” mumbled Kachina, mostly to herself, thinking back to a few rumors that she’d heard around, about how cold-hearted and money-obsessed the hunter was. Were she a bit more… confident, strong, Kachina would have jumped up in defense of Mualani’s friend. As things stood, though… well.



“That’s why– I’ve decided! I’m gonna get Kinich some friends! Actual friends. And… you’ll be the first!” Mualani laughed loudly, waving her juice and almost spilling it on the ground again.



Kachina just– stared at her, eyes wide.



“Why me?” she asked, and Mualani’s following glance was understanding and yet, amused and even excited.



“Because I’m sure you’ll get along great, that’s why!” she answered simply enough. After a big gulp to finish her juice, Mualani stood up and grabbed Kachina’s arm to drag her away quickly with a wide smile. “Now, then, let’s go!”



“A-ah, Mualani, I should tell someone that I’m–”



Some time later, Kachina fought to raise her head and meet the vibrant eyes of Kinich, expert hunter and infamous messenger and who would be, as Mualani called it, her “battle advisor” for when she finally entered the fighting ring of the Pilgrimage.



(And later, it became clear that it was less “battle” and more “surviving in the wilderness”… Oh, well. Kinich was a good teacher, anyway.)



“It’s… it’s nice to meet you,” she said, wishing that her voice wouldn’t sound like a baby saurian every time she tried to introduce herself properly to someone new.



“It’s good to meet you, too,” nodded Kinich and, surprisingly, his voice was calm. Assured. So different from Mualani’s – always full of energy and action – and her own – timid and rapid in her nervousness – that she decided… maybe they 

would

 get along, after all.



“It is 

not 

nice to meet you, not at all! In fact, it sucks! I hate you stupid humans, all the time–”



Ah. 



That had to be Ajaw. Mualani had warned her about him (it?), told her that she shouldn’t take his jabs seriously. 
Unsurprisingly, Kinich raised a hand and threatened the small and two-dimensional saurian to keep quiet or else he would take a nice little vacation upstairs, disregarding the fact that they were outside and upstairs would be– oh.



After that, they saw quite a bit of each other.



Kachina finally became old enough to participate in the Pilgrimage, so Mualani and Kinich took her under their wing and showed her the ropes, took care of her and encouraged her to move forward and not give up.



She didn’t understand how close the three of them had become until later, though, when some bullies tried to intimidate her out of her first time fighting in the individual rounds and one of them– actually stopped his companion and shook his head, pale and shaky.



“He’ll come for us, man,” he whispered to his companion.



That did it.



They left her alone.



Kachina stared after them for a moment, confused and lost, but then it hit her.



There was only one person who could manage to get that reaction out of someone, only one person Kachina knew who could do that without even being present in the room.



Rumors were a curious thing.



Mualani retired soon after their usual dinner post-Pilgrimage – they had all lost at some point, so they would return home and wait until their next opportunity – and left Kachina and Kinich to finish up for themselves. Kachina munched on her grainfruit chips with gusto, eyes still a bit red from when she had… cried, after her failure – and Mualani chided her in her mind, telling her that it wasn’t a failure, just a chance to grow. Kinich, for his part, ignored Ajaw’s ramblings with grace as he picked at his simple pastry and didn’t look at Kachina’s chips once.



“… Kinich,” called Kachina, when Ajaw disappeared soon after, muttering about disappointments and a long sleep.



“Mm?” Kinich shot her a look, attentive as always, and so, he straightened out and frowned slightly at her fidgeting hands. “Something wrong? You can tell me.”



Kachina paused, still hesitant, still trying to decide if she should just– avoid the subject. But–



“Earlier today, some guys tried to… um, get me to… leave? Yes. That. But they stopped at one point and said that someone would come for them…” Kachina looked up into Kinich’s calm eyes. “Is that ‘him’ you?”



Kinich took another bite of his pastry, unfazed.



“Yes,” he answered simply, as unbothered as always. He took another bite. “I’ve heard people talking badly about you and even sabotaging you… Some people even had the gall to post a commission to hurt Ayo… I couldn’t look away and let them get away with it. So, I taught them all a lesson.”



“A-ah…” Kachina felt at a loss for words. She’d had her suspicions, but to have it laid out so neatly, so simply like it was no big deal, it made her a bit flustered. “Thank you, then. I– I can get you something as thanks or–”



“You don’t have to,” interrupted Kinich, careful, soft, as if he was stepping on leaves to avoid being noticed by a prey. “You don’t need to pay me, Kachina. We’re friends.”



“B-but–”



“I’ve already received enough compensation, anyway,” said Kinich, and that seemed to be that, because he didn’t elaborate. Really, he seemed almost smug. Kachina knew him enough by then to know that the discussion was over. She could be stubborn, she knew that – her mother made it a point to remind her every week – but she also knew that Kinich was also just as stubborn and set in his ways. Unstoppable force versus immovable object, or so people said…



“Thank you, anyway,” she said, soft, fidgeting with her chips. “I really appreciate it.”



(Even though she should be strong enough to fight her own battles.)



“No need, just tell me when those idiots are giving you a hard time and I’ll deal with them,” was Kinich’s predictable answer.



Kachina met his eyes again, soothing and calm when before they had seemed cold and ruthless.



And beamed at him.



…



Ajaw resented those stupid and nonsensical rumors.



It wasn’t that they insulted Kinich or talked behind his back or that they could even sour his reputation and thus their money– No, no, it was that, if they thought that about Kinich, 

his servant

, then that bad image reflected on him, the Almighty Dragonlord, K’uhul Ajaw!



Everytime he heard those pesky rumors float through the air like an annoying mosquito – because his hearing was a thousand times better than those humans’, pitiful creatures they were – he turned and shot the perpetrator the nastiest glare he could muster with this strange body of his. Sometimes he even shot some dendro energy to those idiots, just to see if they jumped and scrambled away from them. They were so noisy and annoying, he would get a headache because of them (if he was physically able to do so, that is).



“ –And I’ve told you. No.”



“He’s efficient, that’s all I’m saying.”



Ah, there they went again.



Ajaw gulped down the few berries he had stolen from the nearest merchant and turned, already seeking out the absolute idiots who dared badmouth Ajaw’s servant in front of him. It had been a few days since they’d had a challenging fight, so he had plenty of dendro energy to spare, even though it would probably be a bit of an overkill for those idiots.



Still, making them run around like stupid bugs was fun.



So, he let dendro energy gather in his mouth, ready to fire.



And then he shot it towards the group of three that hid in the shadows and couldn’t shut up in the presence of the Almighty K’uhul Ajaw himself.



“You!” he screeched as the three humans yelped and scrambled away from the now half-destroyed crate they had been using as cover. “You dare continue spreading those stupid rumors, huh?! In my presence, too! Oh, you have a lot of nerve for such puny creatures, I oughta–”



“Now, now, gentlemen, let’s relax for a moment,” came a familiar – and annoying – voice from behind Ajaw. He reeled back, but only because Mualani’s smile was sharp for once, eyes glinting with something that looked a great deal like actual anger. Now, that was interesting. And fun. “There are quite a few children running around this area, we wouldn’t want anyone to get… injured.”



She said that, but to Ajaw’s ears, it sure sounded as if she was referring to the group of gossiping idiots that was cowering in fear in front of them. Ajaw shot another d
endro spore at them and they all scrambled away, predictably.



Pathetic.



“A-ah, it wasn’t us! I swear! It was this–” started yelling one of them, voice shaky, just like the finger he pointed at Ajaw with. Ajaw tried to bite it, but the idiot had decent reflexes so he avoided losing a finger. Shame.



“I don’t care who started it,” was Mualani’s cold response. She nodded behind them, at the sizable group of children that were playing with a ball and laughing. So noisy – Ajaw had to get away from there, before he got a headache or worse, became the children’s new interest. “If you want to resolve this with a fight, do it where there are no people minding their business.”



“Yes, let’s,” was Ajaw’s gleeful answer, full of sharp teeth and claws.



Again, predictably, the idiot gossipers whimpered like wounded animals and scattered like the insects they were.



Ajaw laughed loudly and returned to his usual size.



Mualani just sighed, long and exasperated, and rubbed her eyes with a low groan.



“When will they let it rest?” she grumbled through her fingers. 



Ajaw doubted – and hoped, living alongside Kinich was 

boring

 – it would anytime soon. If there was one thing Ajaw had learned after years of listening to people ramble about nonsensical stuff and seeing how humans tended to work, Ajaw knew that this species liked to gossip. Comment. Critic. And if they could do it behind someone’s back, they would, though sometimes they would even do it to the person’s face. Gutsy, but foolish.



And then Mualani was looking at him, with a knowing glint in her eye that he didn’t particularly like.



“… What?” he snapped. He puffed out – ignoring a whisper that sounded like Kinich’s voice telling him that he looked like a ruffed pheasant – and glared. “You dare gaze upon–”



“I dare,” interrupted Mualani, a smile pulling at her lips– why? She laughed softly and then– tried to pat him on the head. He floated away immediately and hissed angrily at her. “You’re… not as bad as we think, are you?”



That– actually blindsided Ajaw enough for him to pause.



And then he let his annoyance bumble up and out of his throat like an offended growl and hiss.



“You underestimate the mighty power and authority of K’uhul Ajaw, the Dragonlord?! Huh?! Just because you’re my servant’s friend doesn’t mean you can–”



Mualani only laughed again, this time louder, as she walked away to check on the kids.



“Yeah, yeah. Mighty Dragonlord, thank you for your help!” she called back, waving a hand.



“Of course– Prostrate yourself–” Ajaw paused. “Wait. ‘Help’? Help with what? You–!”



Mualani was already gone.



Oh well.



Another annoyance gone.



Ajaw sniffed, annoyed and wrong-footed and trying to hide it. He watched as that unnerving woman high-fived a kid and let the children ramble at her about their braindead game. As many kids as he saw, Ajaw just couldn’t imagine Kinich like that – small and stupid and so immature it hurt. Defenseless. 



With another sniff, he took in his mouth the fruits the group of idiot gossipers had been eating before he interrupted and scared them off. They didn’t deserve his mercy, nor their fruits. Ajaw would take care of their food for them.



Now, where was that idiot servant of his?






2. Chapter 2

Notes for the Chapter:I reference some of Kinich’s chara stories, so just a heads up!






With how many people Mualani saw on the daily – be it at her store or being a guide – she heard countless news and rumors from all over. Her clients liked to talk and she answered in kind. Conversations about the best places to eat, best landscapes, fastest routes to x place, who to talk to if they wanted something specific… Mualani knew a lot of people by then and was on good terms with the majority, so it was no wonder that countless tribesmen and companions and clients alike came to her with questions ready to shoot.



She tried to be a good advisor. She knew her closest comrades’ strengths and shortcomings, so she tried to be fair when she could and not hold (too many) grudges.



(And yet, whoever dared badmouth Kachina would find that the cheerful Mualani, always ready to help and guide, had closed the door right in their faces. With a loud bang. And locked it with a key. Two keys, even!)



She even tried to clear up some of the rumors surrounding Kinich, talking about how efficient he was and how nice he actually was, if you could overlook or not clash with his unyielding views on costs and morals. Her results were… mixed. While people could trust her judgment and general opinion on him, facts still stood, and not many people agreed with his methods or willingness to do anything for the right price.



“I understand, Mualani, but… I don’t know, I heard that he once collected poisonous berries for one guy from the Children of Echoes that wanted to 

poison 

a rival before the Pilgrimage,” whispered a man.



“Does he 

actually

 guard wagons? I thought people paid him to 

attack 

them!” said a woman, actually surprised.



“I heard that he carried a threat letter from the Fatui addressed to the chief… Yeah, I’m not getting close to that guy at all,” said a fellow tribesman, practically running away from her.



“Didn’t he get out of Natlan at some point? Seems like the type…” mumbled a visitor.



“And don’t get me started on that annoying critter that calls itself Ajaw! I only worked with them for a few hours to organize some goods at the market and it wouldn’t. Stop. Screeching! Right in my ear! All the time!” The man she had cornered at the entrance of her tribe gestured wildly with his hands, nearly smacking her in the face in the process. “‘Ku’hul Ajaw’ this, ‘Ku’hul Ajaw’ that! Oh, how I would have loved to smack that thing on the face and throw it into the sun!”



Mualani could understand, even sympathize and agree, with that sentiment, but it still grated on her nerves how most of the time people just breezed through her – very informed – opinions about Kinich and stayed fixed on their first judgment. When the fact that she was actually his friend came to light, they looked at her as if she had just turned into a koholasaur.



“It’s so annoying and– and–” she growled, tearing at her meat and sauce and gesturing with her knife just like that fellow tribesman had done with his hand. “They don’t listen! I tell them ‘hey, yes, I know that guy’ and their only reaction is to tell me how horrible and unreasonable you are! No sense of respect, to you or to me!” She took another forceful bite. “They believe whatever nonsense they hear around more than whatever I try to say. What logic is that?”



Kinich, sitting across from her and picking at his 
meat
 and fruits – and passing all grainfruits to her, as per their agreement – only hummed and listened to her ramble and rant on what was technically his behalf. And yet, he didn’t seem particularly bothered or angry. Not like her. It was probably because he was already used to it; surely he had known from the first time he extended a hand to ask for his payment that people in Natlan weren’t particularly materialistic. For them, a lot of the time, the most important thing they could have was partnership, loyalty, strength. They were a nation at war – a constant and unyielding war – so it wasn’t surprising that they didn’t clutch their money as tightly as others, when they knew how fragile life was instead.



And yet– Mualani glanced at Kinich, at his careful hands as he stabbed his food with a fork, eyes calm, quiet and yet firm.


Mualani wasn’t stupid. Sure, she hadn’t been one to stay sitting down and studying, she wasn’t a bookworm at all, always raring to go and discover and come up with new ideas on her own and live free as the wind. Her parents used to say that she should have gotten an anemo Vision.


But Mualani knew people. And she knew her friends. And she knew that Kinich’s life hadn’t been easy at all. She’d had her suspicions since she learned that he had no parents to speak of, no usual team for the Pilgrimage.



So, she had a very vague picture of Kinich’s life before they met, but she knew enough to guess that Kinich’s way of thinking and going about life was a product of that.



These people, the ones that talked behind his back and whispered between them, looking at him from the corner of their eyes… they knew nothing. Nothing about him or his beliefs or his dreams and ambitions and–



And it annoyed her greatly, but she also knew that Kinich didn’t really care about them.



“Let them think whatever they want,” he had told her once, coupled with a light shrug. “If they talk about me then– good, free advertising.”



Mualani took a deep breath and lowered her knife and fork with a sigh.



Kinich glanced at her and arched an eyebrow.



“Feeling better now?” he asked, not surprised at all. 



This wasn’t the first time that Mualani had ranted at him about something or other that had annoyed her. It was rare, yes, not a lot could annoy her enough to make her rant and destroy her food in the process, but it could happen and her confidantes always ended up being Kinich and Kachina.



“Yes, better,” she said with another sigh and a nod. This time, she could finally smile. “Sorry. I know I have no right to complain when these rumors are literally about you, but…”



“Don’t worry about it,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m used to them. At this point, they are just white noise to me.”



“Yeah, I know.” Mualani returned to her food, this time much more relaxed and careful. They remained silent for a moment, peaceful now that Ajaw had been – once again – been relegated to a timeout. “Still… I can’t help but wonder if those rumors have some truth in them…”



“Rumors usually do, on principle,” he answered with a shrug. And yet, he blinked and then looked up at her again, a glint in his eye that wasn’t usually seen. “What rumors have you heard that could be true?”



So, Mualani grinned and leaned forward and told him the latest ones she’d heard: the poisonous berries, the fact that he had slipped out of Natlan at some point, that he attacked wagons, that he had carried a letter from the Fatui… 



Kinich hummed.



“People have good imagination, I’ll give them that,” he said, almost awed and surprised. 



Mualani laughed loudly.



“Yeah, I mean, there’s no way any of those are true,” she said, reaching out for her juice and taking a good sip.



“Oh, one of them is,” was Kinich’s simple comment, nonchalant and blank.



Mualani spat out the juice.



And stared at Kinich, mouth slightly agape.



“You can’t be serious,” she mumbled. Kinich only hummed and returned to his food as if nothing had changed, as if Mualani’s head wasn’t running around in circles trying to figure out which one of the rumors could be true. “Kinich.” He didn’t look up. “Kinich.” His lip twitched. “Which one?” He took another bite of his fruit. “Kinich, which rumor is true?”



“Who knows?” He looked up at her and– the idiot was very clearly trying to hide a grin. “You can ask Ajaw.”



Mualani groaned loudly.



…



Kachina had been– not hiding, but she had sneaked away to one of the highest mountains near her tribe to… have some peace and quiet. Not even Ayo followed her, but only because she knew how to distract him so he wouldn’t climb up with her. She just wanted to think, alone, and wallow in her misery in peace.



She had lost another Pilgrimage. Again. She hadn’t even made it to the individual rounds. Her teammates 

hated her.




She had even heard rumors about her. They were just as nasty as those that floated around Kinich. The thing was… she couldn’t deal with them with the same grace that Kinich had. Every rumor left her shaken and nearly in tears – and that was only because she couldn’t afford literally crying in the middle of the street, at the tribe, at the arena. She was already failure enough, no matter how many times Mualani and even Kinich praised her battle prowess – she knew how weak she actually was.



Why, she was so weak that simple words made her climb the highest mountain to sulk alone in the darkness of the night.



Her parents were probably waiting for her, ready to offer her words of comfort and the usual “you’ll do it next time, don’t lose hope!”. That somehow hurt more than seeing any kind of disappointment in their eyes.



She buried her face in her knees and flinched away from the cold air of the night.



How weak of her, she flinched even from–



“I don’t understand why you hurried here so quickly, I don’t want to–”



“Then don’t come with me. Stay out here and, I don’t know, eat some rocks.”



“Rocks?! Are you serious?! I shall teach you a lesson–”



“Just go, Ajaw.”



Kachina tried to hide even more behind the rocks that surrounded her and prayed that Kinich would just walk past her, ignore her, maybe work on one of his usual commissions and focus on his work instead of her.



Again, she was never that lucky.



Kinich sat down next to her quietly, as stealthy as always, the only sound between them being the clinking of his long earrings.



For a long while, there was silence.



Kachina raised her head slightly, enough to stare out at the mountains around them, the distant silhouette of Sumeru’s desert. Were she more brave, she would run away, start over somewhere… But she was from Natlan, war ran in her blood, and as childish as it sounded, she wanted to fight side by side with other mighty warriors.



She sighed and tightened her arms around her legs.



“… Did you beat them up?” she asked, a mere murmur that could have been lost in the wind.



“No,” was Kinich’s simple answer. He moved slightly to arch an eyebrow at her. “Do you want me to?”



Kachina thought it over for a moment.



“Don’t bother,” she said in the end, coupled with a sigh. Her shoulders dropped. “It won’t make them stop.”



“Probably not,” agreed Kinich, voice still unbothered and calm as the night. “I will do it if you want me to, though.”



Kachina shook her head.



“There are already enough rumors about you,” she mumbled and lowered her head. “I don’t want to add wood to the fire.”



“You wouldn’t.” Kinich looked away into the night and then, rummaged through his bag. “Some people add it themselves, no matter what we do.”



Kinich took out some spinel fruit and offered it to her. Kachina stared at the fruit, not really having the stomach for it, but she 

was 

hungry – she hadn’t eaten yet. Kinich kept his eyes on her until she took the offered spinel fruit with a soft sigh.



“It shouldn’t be like that, though,” she complained, making quick work of the peel and taking a bite. “People are 

mean

.”



“They are, but they don’t know any better,” said Kinich, peeling his own fruit. “They let themselves get swept away with whatever the people around them think and say. The truth gets lost along the way. Rumors are greatly exaggerated.”



“Yeah… some of the things people say about you are… nasty. Really rude.” Kachina grimaced, thinking back to the things she had heard about her friend.



And then she soured when that thought brought her back to the words she had been trying to avoid all day.



“Mhm. Rude. And… not true, right?” he asked, looking at her with a strange gaze.



Kachina met his eyes, confused but unafraid.



“… Yes?” She tilted her head to the side, frowning. “Most of what people say about you is false, I know you.”



Kinich nodded, but somehow, it didn’t quite look as if he was 

agreeing 

with her, only… leading her along?



“Yes. So, if rumors are usually false and rude on purpose…” He sent a meaningful glance at her and– ah. “Then the rumors about you are also false.”



Kachina lowered her head. She fidgeted with the half-eaten fruit in her small hands.



She wasn’t so sure about that.



“I’m…” she started, but she didn’t quite know where she was going with her sentence. She trailed off, lost even in her own words.



“Strong,” he finished for her and before she could shake her head and refuse, he pushed on. “You’re strong, Kachina. Maybe you’re not the most muscular, you aren’t the biggest warrior, but you’re strong. Determined. Stubborn. You stand back up every time. Not many people have that fighting spirit.” He looked up to the starry sky and Kachina finally let her mouth close and stifle the excuses that threatened to escape. “In the battlefield, the most important thing is not… being the most powerful person in the nation or being seven feet tall. No. It’s being able to overcome, to evolve, to learn from your mistakes.”



“But if I’m not learning anything,” she complained softly and she 

hated 

how it made her sound like a child (which she was, but she ignored that. She had an Ancient Name. That counted for something). “I feel like… I’m only learning how to take punches.”



“And that’s also important,” pointed out Kinich. He turned to face her instead of the mountains around them and met her eyes head-on. “Kachina. I’ve met a lot of people. I’ve fought alongside a lot of tribesmen. Believe me when I say that you’re one of the best warriors I’ve met in my life, and an even better person.”



His eyes were sincere. Steady. Kinich was always calming, a reassuring presence at her back, protective and enveloping like a thick forest. He always weighed the costs, the value, and Kachina still found herself feeling surprised that he had deemed her worth his time and effort and friendship. 



Family. They were family. And she didn’t know much about him and his past and his unknown family, but she knew the weight that word carried.



Kachina’s lip trembled, tears gathered in her eyes without her being able to stop them and– she threw herself at Kinich’s arms with a low whimper.



And Kinich caught her, like always.



…



He had listened to the rumors, at first.



They followed him like a trailing coat wherever he went, so it was hard not to at least hear some of them. Listen to them. Process the words, the meaning, the silent complaints and lies that hid under barbed and condescending words.



He soon got used to them, so much so that his ears filtered them out.



He understood why his friends didn’t, though. He knew they didn’t like them, didn’t approve of them, of the image they painted of him, so twisted and yet so accurate that it scared him at first. Because, even though some of those rumors were mere lies and exaggerations, some of them… weren’t far from reality.



It was true that, as long as the price was right, he would accept the commission. It was true that his jobs could be a bit too brutal or morally gray for normal people, even in the nation of war.



There was always a hidden truth, a hidden meaning, though.



It was true that he did any job that paid well – what most people didn’t know was that, a lot of the time, he was the one who calculated the price and enforced it. 



It was true that some of his commissions could be a bit on the ‘morally gray’ area for most people, but people misunderstood that aspect, too – they made it sound as if he didn’t have morals. He did. He actually had very firm and defined morals and ideals, chosen carefully when he had been young and the world had already taught him countless lessons about cost and retribution.



But after winning many battles and staring death right in the face, he knew better than to fight a losing battle. People would talk. People would make their own assumptions. People would judge. It wouldn’t matter what he did, what he changed, what he said. They would continue looking at him from the corner of their eyes and remain deaf to any explanations he could provide.



(Some of them 

were

 changing their ways after working with him and seeing him fight in the Night Wars, though. He’d like to say that he wasn’t glad or relieved, but… he was. A little.)



And yet, Mualani and Kachina continued to fight against them in their own way. Talking back, calling people out on their lies and exaggerations… Kinich was grateful for that, really. It made a warm feeling take root in his chest which had died out like a put out candle during his first years of life.



Kinich wasn’t sure what a nice and functional family was like – felt like – but he was pretty sure that it felt like this.



Joking around, taking care of each other, sharing food and good cheer.



He had heard Kachina and Mualani talking about their parents and they seemed… really nice, something that he couldn’t quite say about his own – disappeared and dead as they were. It was strange, uncomfortable even, because it brought to life how inexperienced he was with actually-caring parents – and no, Elder Leik didn’t really count here.



(His mother had been caring at some point, he was sure, but some days he wondered if she really had been, if it was just his kid brain seeing the good in the bad. Otherwise, why would she–?)



So, he was thankful for the relationships fate had gifted him.



But he was also afraid, somewhat, because he knew the cost of them, what he could lose–



He was a hero. It wasn’t even a title put on his head by the people, no, it was a title the name he carried had thrusted in his hands like a hot coal, an inescapable fate, a commission he couldn’t refuse. And he knew how difficult and dangerous it would be, he had seen the Pyro Archon’s apprehensive determination when he had stood in front of her, bearing memories that weren’t his and knowledge about a last-resort plan.



And he knew that Mualani and Kachina, his family, would stand by him, no matter how dangerous it would be.



They couldn’t know.



(Even though something called him to Mualani, the names ‘Umoja’ and ‘Malipo’, a possibility.)



And yet, he knew that he was no god. He was no Archon. He was just a human, and not even the mightiest saurians could protect that which they cherished. The world took and took, and gave nothing back, which was unfair.



He would protect them, though. The same as they protected him from the nastiest rumors.



It was fair.



It was the right price.



… They could relax a bit on the defense, though.



Kinich hid a sigh, crossed his arms on his chest and leaned on the wall. He watched as Mualani stared down a merchant that Kinich had only worked for one time, before the guy went behind his back, claiming that his prices were too high for the normal merchants that couldn’t afford it and that Kinich had threatened him to get his money. 



Lies, of course. The man 

had

 refused to pay him after the work had been done, but Kinich hadn’t raised a hand against him. He hadn’t even let Ajaw burn his shoes with a blast of dendro. Instead, he had decided that the right price to pay for that infraction was to tell the Courier’s Longhouse about it and let them handle it the legal way. Easy. Simple. And yet, the merchant had held a grudge for matters he had brought upon himself.



Mualani knew that. Kachina knew that. And the guy knew that.



It didn’t surprise Kinich to see Mualani take matters into her own hands. It wasn’t the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last. And when it came to handling merchants, Mualani was especially harsh, being one herself and her family. She could detonate the merchant’s business. Easy.



And it was because of that that Kinich finally stepped forward to put a hand on Mualani’s shoulder before she could go too far.



“We had a reservation five minutes ago,” he said, not even looking at the cowering merchant hugging his wares. “You don’t want to lose the chance to eat there, don’t you? After all it took for us to even get it.”



Mualani met his gaze, lips thin and eyes glinting with annoyance.



Kinich only shook his head slightly.



Mualani– sighed, long and hard.



“Fine,” she grumbled and she turned around to leave, but not before discreetly moving a crate to the side so a few of the wares toppled over to the ground. The merchant wailed. “Let’s go eat! Kachina is probably panicking by now! Why did you leave her alone?”



“I had to make sure you didn’t do anything over the top,” he said simply with a light shrug. Mualani sniffed.



“Well, he’d deserve it,” she huffed, head held high.



Kinich hid a small smile.



By the time they got to the restaurant, Kachina’s face was already red from nervousness as she explained the situation to the waitress, who was visibly trying to tell her that everything was good. When Kachina saw them getting closer, she leveled a disappointed and nervous glare at them.



“What took you so long?” she whisper-yelled, hiding her face behind the menu.



“Ah, my fault.” Mualani raised a hand good-naturedly, the anger from before hidden away until another prey was available for her. “Don’t worry! I’ll pay.”



“I’ll pay for myself,” said Kinich and from the way the two girls crossed a glance, he knew that he had, once again, been perfectly predictable. “I was late too, after all.”



“Sure, sure,” said Mualani, waving a hand, before focusing on the menu. “So? Shall we try something new?”



“Oh! I’ve heard that the papas here are…” Kachina soon half-stood on her seat, pointing her choices to Mualani, who listened to her with rapt attention, thinking it over.



Kinich let them to it. They already knew his preferences.



He trusted them to choose for him.



In any case, he should probably…



“Hey! You dare lock me up, again?! You will pay, Kinich! So much that your puny human brain will not be able to calculate the scope of it! Why, I shall–”



“Just eat and shut up, Ajaw.”



“You little–!”



Notes for the Chapter:
This is now a series. This surprises no one, least of all me. I’m not done with this trio.





