
1. Chapter 1




Mualani had been working at her store.



The Abyss was giving them a breather, so she knew that tourists would become a common sight around their tribe in the next few days. 



(She also knew that that breather would only mean a stronger attack later, so she promised herself to rest when she could and yet stay alert, ready for battle.)



That meant business.



That meant that she probably needed more hands on deck.



Fortunately, her parents were back at the Springs, bearing gifts from their trip to the Collective – a turquoise necklace and 

another 

paperweight – and with new ideas for their store. She was grateful; as much as she liked being independent, free as a bird, she missed her parents… quite a lot. Their relationship had always been good, close. They all had the same drive for adventure and business, the same good cheer, the same glint in their eyes.



“Pass me the board, Mualani,” said her father, up on the ladder to organize their wares on the shelves at the storehouse, at the back of the store itself.



She stretched her arms to pass her father the painted board and then smiled as her mother started chatting up a storm with Chief Amina outside the store.



Yes. She had missed this.



Her parents’ trips were fine – they were necessary for their business, plus her parents had always been just as adventurous as her, so really, she understood how the call to explore and 

live

 dragged them off, away from home. Plus, the rest of the tribe had taken care of her whenever her parents went away in the past, helping her with their home, helping her with her extravagant ideas.



Yet, she could admit that having them back, hearing their voice around the store as she hummed to herself and organized their new wares, was nice.



“Is Mualani around?” asked a very familiar voice outside.



Mualani perked up. Her father seemed to notice, because he arched an eyebrow at her and followed her with his eyes when Mualani hurried out of the storehouse, back to the counter.



“Oh, she’s still at the back–” was saying her mother, before Mualani barreled her way out with a slam of the half-opened door.



“Hey there, Kinich! I didn’t expect you here today,” she greeted easily, perching herself on the counter and taking a quick look at her friend to make sure that he wasn’t injured – he usually wasn’t, and she trusted his capabilities, but the Abyss had became sneaky and lately many messengers and commissioners had returned wounded from their missions because they had been ambushed by the Abyss’ forces.



He was perfectly fine, so Mualani let out a soft sigh and relaxed her shoulders slightly.



“Well, you did tell me you needed these,” he said, and he placed a heavy-looking bag on the counter. It clinked softly and– Ah.



“Wow, you’re fast,” she said, opening the bag and taking a look inside. Indeed, there were quite a few pieces of Condessence crystals, some as big as her fist, others as small as a pebble. She looked at them for a moment, picky for once, but nodded in the end. “Yep. These will do nicely. Thanks!” She grinned. “How much?”



“Nothing.” Kinich shook his head. “Think of it as payment from last week. You invited me to lunch, after all.”



Mualani arched an eyebrow.



“I’m not sure a trip to collect crystals is the equivalent to lunch,” she pointed out, amused.



“I was in the area anyway. It was no trouble,” he said easily enough and, knowing him, Mualani took his word for it. There was no better cost-calculator than ‘Malipo’ Kinich, after all.



“And who might this be?” asked Mualani’s mother– Ah.



“That’s right! You don’t know each other yet!” She grabbed her mother’s arm with a wide smile and dragged her closer to them, under Kinich’s emerald gaze. “Kinich, this is my mother, Hinakaimauliʻawa. Mum, this is Kinich. He’s a new friend!”



“A pleasure to meet you,” was Kinich’s good-mannered response, as always.



(But was it her imagination, or had he really put his guard up…?)



“A pleasure indeed, young man,” was her mother’s pleasant and cheerful greeting.



“Now, now, I hear a lot of talking here, what’s going on?” Her father came out too, a slight smile on his face, rubbing his wrist. He had probably tried to put up the wares himself, instead of waiting for her. It made Mualani hide a sigh – yes, she got her stubbornness from her father.



“Ah, dad– This is a friend of mine, Kinich.” She gestured between them, taking note of how Kinich crossed his arms on his chest. “This is my father, Kahiwakaʻapu.”



“It’s nice to meet you both,” nodded Kinich, hesitated for a moment – …weird – and then huffed softly. “I… apologize, but I should get going. I left Ajaw buying our provisions and well, you know how that can go.”



“I know,” grimaced Mualani, thinking back to all the times Ajaw had been put on time-out because he had been bothering someone. “Another long trip?”



“The usual,” shrugged Kinich easily enough.



And yet… as he walked away, Mualani stared after him. There was something… off. It hadn’t been too obvious, so Mualani hadn’t been sure, but– She would get to the bottom of it, with time.



She closed the bag again and stored the minerals away – she’d had a nice idea the other day, about melting them to make decorations for their wind-chimes – under the counter.



“That boy seemed nice,” commented her mother, as she moved a few crates from the counter.



“He is,” she agreed easily. She knew that her parents didn’t usually listen to the rumors floating around about people; Mualani was their daughter, after all. She also knew that they trusted her intuition and her people-skills, so she knew that their questions and comments didn’t come from malice.



Her mother hummed.



“We should invite him over to dinner,” she mussed to herself.



Mualani paused for a few seconds too long. She was surprised to realize that she didn’t know what to think about that idea. Was it good, or bad?



“Sure, I can tell him,” she said, even though her words stumbled in her mouth for a moment.



(And why was that?)



—



Kachina was with Kinich during their “battle training” – that was more “surviving in the wilderness” classes – when her mother appeared from the path that led to the Children of Echoes’ settlement.



They had been working on a small fire that wouldn’t produce excessive smoke – apparently, the type of leaves and wood used for the fire mattered more than she had thought, which was good to know – with Ajaw rummaging through Kinich’s bag and complaining about the lack of any “decent” food. Kachina looked up at the noise, as did Kinich, and immediately waved to get her mother’s attention from the little crevice in the rocky wall they had hid behind when the wind blowing through the mountains made working on their fire experiments an impossible task.



“Ah, there you are,” sighed her mother with a sigh and a smile. “I’ve been looking for you.”



“Is something wrong?” she asked quickly, because her parents usually let her do as she pleased ever since she turned twelve years old.



“No, no, I just wanted to ask if you’ve seen your father’s pick?” Her mother shook her head with a placating smile and yet troubled eyes.



Kachina tried to think back to the last time she had seen it. Her father was just as distracted as her with his things. One time, she remembered, he even lost his reading glasses, only to find them days later inside the wardrobe.



“Have you checked in Ayo’s nest?” she asked, tilting her head to the side slightly. She fidgeted with the sticks they had found for their fires. “I know he likes to play with it, sometimes. Maybe he… left it there?”



Her mother hummed under her breath, tapping her fingers on her arm in thought.



“I didn’t think of that.” Her mother smiled softly. “I’ll take a look. Apoxpalon wanted it to deal with some “stubborn” gems he found the other day, is all.”



“Stubborn gems?” she couldn’t help but ask, eyes already glinting with interest. “What are they?”



“I’m… not sure, actually,” laughed her mother, a bit nervously. “You know I’m not too good at that gems stuff as you two are. You can ask him later, though.” And then her mother’s smile turned a bit rueful when she turned to Kinich, who had remained silent throughout the conversation. “And I’m sorry, I just came here and started talking– You must be Kinich, right? I’m Hehewuti, nice to meet you.”



“Pleasure to meet you,” was Kinich’s reply, coupled with a nod.



“Thank you for helping my daughter. We always worry–” started to say her mother.



“Mum, no!” whined Kachina. She could feel her cheeks redden and she waved her hands in the air, almost managing to set on fire her dear mittens. Kinich made sure to move her away from the fire before that could happen, though.



“It’s nothing, ma’am,” he said, perfectly cordial, if not– slightly cold. Cautious.



Huh.



“Oh, you don’t need to “ma’am” me,” shook her head her mother, smile softer, more cheerful. “You’re my daughter’s dear friend, after all. We’re pretty much family.”



That made Kinich pause for a moment.



Kachina looked at him, a bit confused, not-quite worried. She came face to face with an opaque barrier in his eyes, a wall between her and his tightly hidden emotions. That… was new. It wasn’t that Kachina could read him like a book – not yet – but she could usually tell what he was thinking, most of the time. At that moment, though… she couldn’t. She only saw blank politeness, a cautious distance between them.



(His hands were tense, arms crossed over his chest.)



The moment was shattered when the trees rustled violently and a roar that sounded suspiciously like Ajaw’s was heard all around the mountain.



Ah. Ajaw was gone. She didn’t know since when, but he was off doing something stupid, probably.



Kinich sighed, long and hard, and leveled a half-hearted glare at the trees and the direction from where a familiar cackling laugh could be heard clear as day.



“Excuse me,” he said, nodding to them, before he quickly scurried off towards the trees, ready to take back Ajaw and probably put him in time-out. Again. Kachina just hoped the strange saurian hadn’t made a mess of any of the minerals that could be found around the tribe.



Her mother lingered for a moment longer. She raised a hand to adjust Kachina’s visor with a smile. Kachina just huffed and wished her good luck finding her father’s pick before sunrise, to which her mother just sighed and muttered to herself.



(It didn’t escape her notice, though, how Kinich had tensed slightly when her mother raised her hand back there, just before he disappeared behind the thick trees.)



… Maybe she could go visit Mualani.



—



The very next week, Mualani and Kachina met for a totally-not-suspicious chat. It totally didn’t have anything to do with their mutual hunter friend. Totally.



“I don’t even know what’s wrong,” mumbled Kachina, after failing to explain what had rubbed her the wrong way. She just knew that it had to do with Kinich’s behavior, but she was even doubting herself by then, anyway, because the next time they met up for another lesson – the continuation of the one interrupted by her mother and Ajaw – 

he was behaving normally again.




“We need a common denominator,” nodded Mualani, pacing back and forth along the coast. She was 

technically

 keeping an eye on a group of kids from her tribe that had wanted to fish close to the napping spot the koholasaurs favored – koholasaurs were usually understanding and chill, but getting startled awake by rowdy kids… well, it could end badly.



Kachina opened her mouth and then closed it. Mualani did the same. This happened a few times, before Mualani snapped her fingers with a loud “Aha!”.



“Our parents!” she said, a bit too loud for the nearest saurian that was sleeping peacefully. Mualani immediately reeled in her excitement, moving closer to Kachina. “He really tensed up when talking with my parents. And… you said your mother went to ask you something?”



“Actually… that’s right!” Kachina beamed at Mualani, nodded firmly at her and then… deflated. “But… why would he tense? They’re just our parents. It’s not like they’re… dangerous…”



There was silence between them for a moment.



Mualani sat down next to Kachina, folded her hands on her lap and stared at the children laughing by the water.



“Come to think of it, we… don’t know anything about his past, do we?” mumbled Kachina, fidgeting with a few gems she had been working on while Mualani paced.



“No, we don’t,” answered Mualani, thoughtful. “He never told us. I just assumed–”



Kachina lowered her head. She rolled the gems around her hands.



“Should we… ask him?” she threw to the wind, but even then, she wasn’t sure about it. Kinich had always been mostly unbothered, calm, firm in his principles and assured in his way of life. Would he treat this matter like he treated his commissions? What would happen – what would it mean – if he didn’t? What–?



“I’m… not sure,” said Mualani, biting her lip. If even Mualani was insecure about it…



Kachina bit her lip, rolled the gems around her hand one more time. And then, he placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder, looking at her with sharp eyes.



“We’ll figure it out,” she said, conviction clear in her voice.



Mualani stared at her for a moment, blinked, and then– grinned.



“Of course! We’re the best investigation team!”



—



“Kinich visited someone, not long ago…” had mumbled Kachina.



“Think it’s someone important to him?” had asked Mualani.



“Important enough to make Kinich visit him willingly, at least,” had pointed out Kachina, which– fair.



“I’ll go check it out,” had grinned Mualani.



And that was how she had ended up in front of what could only be a school.



She had asked around for the man they only knew was called Elder Leik – Kachina’s memory was really good with names, from all the gem and mineral names she had memorized since she was small – and she had been surprised to learn that he was a… teacher? Oh, she could work with that.



She knocked on the door and, when it swung open to reveal an older man, she grinned widely and waved.



“Hey there! I’m Mualani, from the People of the Springs,” she introduced herself, as amicably as she could – this was someone important to Kinich, after all, even though he had only mentioned the man a handful of times, and never quite explained what their relationship was. Then again, they had been friends for only a few years now. And Kinich was particularly closed-off when it came to information about himself – not so with his prices – unless you asked him outright.



What was surprising was that Elder Leik’s eyes lit up with recognition at her name.



“Oh! Yes, yes. Kinich has told me a lot about you,” nodded the man and Mualani couldn’t help but blink at him, shocked. Elder Leik seemed to understand, because he smiled softly at her and stepped aside. “Please, come in. We can talk inside.”



Mualani only needed a few seconds to take him up on his offer.



As soon as she entered, she was hit by the smell of tea and books. And when Elder Leik guided her through the school and into what was probably his actual home, to the sitting room, away from the main room that was probably where the classes took place, she took note of all the shelves upon shelves of books and manuscripts. Not unexpected for a school and the home of a teacher, she mussed. Had Kinich read most of these? Had Elder Leik been his teacher?



Mualani soon found herself sitting at a table, with warm tea between her hands. She took the cup gratefully – she had been caught off-guard by a sudden storm that left as soon as it came, but that left her clothes damp. Natlan wasn’t cold by any means, but she wouldn’t say no to warm tea.



“So, Kinich has told you about me… All good things, I hope?” she asked with an amused smile that Elder Leik soon returned.



“Of course,” he said and then shook his head. “That boy… It’s good to know that he has good friends, finally. He’s always been independent and reclusive, but I worried…”



“Ah, yeah, he is a bit of a rogue, isn’t he?” She sipped at her tea and looked around her, at the books, at the clearly old furniture. The house was lived-in. Loved. A home.



“You have questions, don’t you?” Elder Leik’s eyes were sharp, the eyes of a strict teacher, but soft. “Ask them. We’ll see if I can help you.”



“Can’t get anything past a teacher, huh?” she mumbled with a rueful smile and the man laughed. “How do you know Kinich?”



“Ah… I pestered him to come to my classes when he was younger. I only succeeded one time, but after some time he did come to me for advice and training. I’d say I was his guardian for a time, but even then he was more of a wandering soul, anyway,” explained the elder, and ah.



Mualani had to take a sip of tea. Suddenly her tongue felt dry as the desert to the east of the nation. Suddenly, everything tasted like ashes.



“Just out of curiosity…” She clutched her cup. “His parents…?”



Elder Leik’s eyes darkened slightly.



“They’re no longer with us,” he said simply. Mualani frowned. The man sighed. “I can’t tell you more than that, I’m sorry. You know that this is not my story to tell, after all.”



Mualani had to swallow a few times before answering.



“Yes, I know,” she said. She lowered her head, looking at the dark tea between her hands. “We just– If we talk to him about it… will he answer? Truthfully?” And she swallowed again. “How bad is it?”



She couldn’t say that her life had been particularly hard. Plagued by tragedies. Sure, war ravaged the land, the Abyss bit at their ankles, but that was the reality she had been born in, like the rest of the nation at large. She had already made her peace with it. She had been born in a nice family, where each member took care of the rest with love, and she had only lost her grandma and an aunt. And yet–



“He would answer you, but I think you know that the answer would have a price,” answered Elder Leik, careful and soft. He huffed. “What tipped you off?”



Mualani paused. Thought back to how Kinich had tensed as soon as she had introduced her parents, how he had crossed his arms on his chest– and yes, he did that a lot, but not 

like that

, not as if he was 

protecting himself–




“Our parents,” she managed to get out. “He acted differently when we were with our parents.”



“Ah. He really cares about you two, then,” mumbled Elder Leik. He reached out, took Mualani’s hand. “He really would answer you. The question here, though, is… are you ready to hear the answer?”



Mualani bit her lip.



She wasn’t sure.



Elder Leik probably saw it in her eyes, because he squeezed her hand once with a soft smile and soft eyes, before letting go.



“Why don’t you show him that you’re both safe?” offered Elder Leik proposed, now more relaxed. “Drag him to dinner with your parents. Let him know them on his own. And when you think you’re ready… ask him. He will tell you the answers you seek.”



“Like always,” sighed Mualani, thinking back to all the times she had gone to him, asking him this and that, the best high places to take tourists, where to find certain plants and minerals and– “Thank you, Elder Leik.” She took another sip of her tea, and this time, the taste of passionfruit reached her tongue instead of ashes. “This is really good tea, by the way.”



“Yes, it’s my favorite,” nodded Elder Leik, and there was something relaxing and calming about him, so similar to Kinich’s usual aura.



There was silence between them for a long moment, in which Mualani listened to the people outside talk, the yumkasaurs’ pitter-pattering steps on the wood.



Then she sighed, let her shoulders drop.



“I actually came here on - technically - official business,” she said, smiling slightly. Elder Leik leaned forward, interested, and Mualani finally grinned and took out a wrinkled piece of paper that had been in much better condition before the storm. “See, we’ve been thinking of doing a field trip with the children from the People of the Springs–”
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2. Chapter 2




They decided that the easiest way to get Kinich acquaintanced with their parents was a simple dinner.



Kachina’s parents quickly offered their modest home for it and Kachina just as quickly told them – or begged them, at some point – to not go too overboard with the food and the decorations they would inevitably put up. 



The date was a bit harder to agree on, though.



“Just go without me,” said Kinich when they 

finally 

managed to track him down. Ajaw rustled around the bushes and trees behind him, complaining like always about annoying clients and humans and what-not. “I have a commission that will take me… a while, to say the least.”



“Annoying, it’s what it is!” came Ajaw’s predictable quip.



“But the pay is good,” shrugged Kinich, unbothered as always.



Mualani had pouted, Kachina had tried staring at him with watery eyes that always worked on her aunties, but to no avail.



They returned to the Children of Echoes with empty hands, dejected and thoughtful.



Kachina’s mother didn’t take it badly at all; she just smiled at them, patted their shoulders and backs with a soft laugh and told them that they still had time. 



(Natlan was dangerous, in constant conflict, but if they let that fear take root, they would have lost and that was 

unacceptable.

)



“Are we trying too hard?” mumbled Mualani, slumped on Kachina’s working table, face pressed to the wood. “Should we even… I don’t know, drag him to dinner? If he’s uncomfortable…”



Kachina bit her lip as she tried to extract a few gems from the big rocks Ayo had left on her bed – even after she had told him time and time again to 

not do that, 

he could leave them on the desk – and paused.



“I… don’t know?” she said, but it sounded like a question even to her own ears. “I just– I feel like we don’t really know him much, now? Like– yes, we know what kind of person he is, his principles and– yes, that’s important, but what is his 

story

?”



“I guess we just assumed that he was like us,” mumbled back Mualani, deflated like a balloon. It looked wrong to Kachina’s eyes. Mualani was always energy and action, to see her so serious and downtrodden was… wrong.



How long until Kinich figured out that something was… not wrong, but different? They were getting by, going 

technically 

behind his back, only because he was usually gone on one commission or other, but– Kinich was nothing if not observant. Scarily so. And he knew them well.



Kachina sighed and rubbed her eyes– and immediately regretted it when she got dust and earth into her eyes. She scrambled for a cloth with a yelp.



“Are we putting too much pressure on him? I dunno, I feel like we could go about it differently… slower? Maybe not dinner, but like– a conversation longer than a few seconds with our parents, you know?” rambled Mualani, as Kachina rubbed her eyes with the first cloth she laid her hands on. “We could try that, and then… go from there. What do you– Are you okay?”



“Fine,” grumbled Kachina, muffled by the cloth still against her face. Finally– 

finally

, she could open her eyes. They were probably red from the dust and so much rubbing, but watery eyes were good. Probably. She raised her head to meet Mualani’s stressed gaze. “And– I don’t know… I mean, we can try again? Later? See how he responds? I can– try to convince him on my own?”



Mualani blinked at her, confused for a moment, and then– grinned widely, an amused glint in her eyes.



“Oh, that’s– devious.” But she didn’t sound opposed to the idea. “You think you can play him?”



Kachina shrugged, feeling a slight blush on her cheeks.



“Well… I can try.”



—



For their – half-baked – plan to work, they first needed to find their wayward friend. He had gone under the radar and, while it wasn’t unusual when he worked on particularly complex commissions that demanded more of his time, it was a nuisance. A pain in the butt.



Mualani took advantage of her parents’ presence at the tribe to pick up more tours to guide. If she was lucky, she could find Kinich on the way and annoy him enough to make him agree to dinner.



Things were never that easy.



Days passed and she had nothing. Not even a trail to follow. Abyss damn it, Kinich was good at his job – if he didn’t want to be found, he 

wouldn’t be 

found.



Annoying idiot.



Mualani kicked a pebble off a cliff. She was definitely not pouting.



She didn’t know when her parents would leave the tribe again, no matter how many times she asked them completely-innocent questions about it. They just shrugged, told her that they still needed to organize some things and “why are you asking us that so many times? Do you really want us gone that badly?”. Her father laughed loudly and Mualani smiled, but it probably looked a bit pinched – quite the opposite, actually. She wanted them all to have a nice dinner together, like a big family.



She needed to find Kinich and pester him enough to get him to come to dinner.



And then one day she found a promising lead. She never would have thought that she could feel as happy as she did because she had found Ajaw loitering outside what appeared to be a pretty deep cave.



She grinned and approached and even managed to ignore Ajaw’s usual spit-fire greeting that sounded more like an insult.



“Hey, so, I’m looking for Kinich,” she said, because as fun as it was to annoy Ajaw, she didn’t really want to waste time.



Ajaw looked at her with an air of superiority that he could only have because he was technically floating.



“He’s not here,” he said, as if it wasn’t obvious.



“Yes… where is he?” she asked, looking around pointedly. Those two separated quite a few times, but they usually weren’t really far away from the other. “I need to talk with him.”



“Well, we’re 

busy,

” spat Ajaw, and he turned to look at the cave again. “He’s in there somewhere. I don’t know exactly where and I don’t care. I only care about how much 

longer I need to stay here!

”



“Riveting,” mumbled Mualani, a bit disappointed, because if Ajaw was here and Kinich was inside, then that meant teamwork and that meant that they really were working. Which she also needed to do, soon. “Say, Ajaw. Can you do me a favor?”



“No,” was Ajaw’s quick response.



Mualani knew how to play him though.



“It would really annoy Kinich, though, I don’t know if I should ask you…” she acted indecisive, tapping a finger on her chin and looking up at the sky.



She could feel Ajaw’s curious gaze on her.



“… What is it?” he grumbled, so soft that his voice could be lost in the wind.



Mualani grinned; both Kinich and Ajaw were perfectly predictable.



“Can you pass on a message? As many times as it’s necessary for it to stick,” she said, and her eyes glinted.



Ajaw looked at her, considering and doubtful, but willing to listen, which was unusual enough for the phlogiston-projected dragon.



“I won’t make any promises,” he said with a huff.



Good enough for her.



—



When Kachina saw Kinich in the distance, she knew that it was her turn.



She hurried down the mountain with her trusty Turbo Twirly, struggling to stuff all the new gems she had found in her backpack so she wouldn’t lose them. Kinich definitely saw her, because he paused and waited for her to catch up, a hand on his travel bag and hair a mess – he had probably been swinging through the trees and mountains for a while to de-stress, which usually meant that he had finished all the time-consuming and more difficult commissions. Good. Maybe he would be too tired and satisfied to fight her much.



“You okay?” was the first thing he asked her. His eyes searched her for any injuries or signs of distress as Kachina tried to regain her breath after the sudden race to catch up with him.



“Perfect, yep,” she managed to say through her deep breaths.



At that, Kinich visibly relaxed.



“Ah, she could have fallen down the mountain but she didn’t. Shame. First Kinich, and now her,” was mumbling Ajaw behind Kinich, shooting disappointed glances at the mountain Kachina had climbed down from.



“So…” she struggled to find a good way to start the conversation. She didn’t want to sound too pushy, but she knew that she probably needed to. It left a bitter taste in her mouth, though, even if she had been the one to come up with the idea. “Have you thought about…?”



“The dinner?” finished for her Kinich, crossing his arms on his chest and– there it was again. That sudden and strange self-consciousness that looked so wrong on him, those guarded eyes. “I have. But I told you to do it anyway, not… wait just because I was too busy to go.”



“But we had to!” she– didn’t whine. Nope. “This dinner is really important for us, you know? It’s been so long since we could have dinner, all of us together! Mualani’s parents are always away and we live in different tribes and we all have work to do and– sometimes the paths aren’t safe, so it’s difficult to coordinate! And you– You’re also important, so…” Kachina’s mind struggled, and she fidgeted with her mittens. “I promise, my parents’ food is nice! And– and– The tribe already knows that we’re friends, so don’t worry about any nasty glances and– You can even bring some food yourself, if you feel bad about eating for free!”



Kachina found herself gasping again, leaning forward until even Kinich seemed to be surprised, lost for words. Kachina saw his eyes widen, blink a few times, and even Ajaw fell silent.



She felt a blush rushing to her cheeks, so she lowered her head.



… Had she messed up? Maybe she had overreacted, she had been too pushy. Maybe Kinich wouldn’t want to have anything to do with dinner and– and maybe them. That was embarrassing. Kachina had to fight with herself to not cover her face with her hands and hide from Kinich’s confused and considering gaze.



The silence stayed for a few more minutes, in which Kachina tried to become one with the rocks around them and Kinich probably sorted through his thoughts carefully. He always did that, always thought everything through, until he arrived at the right answer – the right price.



“I…” And this was new, Kinich actually lost for words. “I didn’t know this meant so much to you two. I’m sorry.”



Kachina’s panicked mind– screeched to a halt.



She looked up to her friend and… he looked a bit embarrassed himself, a bit self-conscious, very much sorry and worried. That didn’t look right at all.



Kachina took one of his hands and dragged them off to sit on some rocks nearby. She met Ajaw’s gaze, but the saurian companion only huffed at her and flew off, muttering something about “dirty emotions” and “disgusting deep talks”. Kachina just hoped he didn’t make a mess of anything.



“Why are you apologizing?” she asked when they were both seated.



“You asked me about dinner so many times because you 

really

 wanted me to go, right?” asked Kinich, closer to his usual tone, to his usual calm. This was very close to how he usually explained everything to Kachina during their “classes”. Kachina nodded carefully. Kinich shook his head slightly. “I was telling the truth, about being busy. I thought it was a simple invitation, nothing too serious. It wasn’t really my priority. I… didn’t expect it to be so important to you.”



And Kachina felt a bit bad now, because she 

had 

exaggerated a bit. But at the same time, she paused, 

had

 she exaggerated 

that

 much? It was true that it was a simple dinner, but it was a dinner between all of them and– it had been a long time since the last one. Mualani’s parents liked to travel all over, so it was difficult to find a time when everyone could meet up. They lived in different tribes and even though Mualani and Kachina could make the trip quickly, their parents still had their jobs.



So, maybe she hadn’t exaggerated all that much, but Kinich was also taking it worse than she thought and– Kachina sighed, looked up into Kinich’s eyes – he really was sorry – and… she pushed at his shoulders, gestured for him to slide down to the ground.



He did, no questions asked, and Kachina adjusted herself so she could untie his usual headband and the thin braids in his messy hair.



“It 

is

 important for us, but… It’s also not your fault that it was bad timing,” she tried to explain, tried to downplay it a bit so Kinich didn’t feel remorse for it. “We just thought…”



Kachina trailed off, finally taking her mittens off so she could braid his hair again now that she had untangled the mess that had been nested on his head. Her hand brushed the small scar on his forehead – she didn’t know how he had gotten it, but scars weren’t unusual at all in Natlan, she herself had a few. She wouldn’t ask, like she wouldn’t ask about the other invisible scars they had started seeing. Not until he told them himself.



“Did you think I wouldn’t want to come?” asked Kinich, always an expert at getting to the heart of the problem and tackling it head-on.



Kachina sighed. She finished one braid and gathered the greenish-colored hair that usually formed the other one.



For a moment, she hesitated. But in the end… Kinich knew her too well, so he would know if she lied to him. And he didn’t deserve that, even if it would be a white lie.



“… Yes,” she mumbled, lowering her head and focusing more on her braiding task. “It would be understandable, really – you don’t know our parents as well as us, after all. We didn’t want to make you… uncomfortable.”



Kinich hummed softly and then fell silent again.



Kachina worried for a moment that she (they?) had angered Kinich – they hadn’t seen him actually angry yet, and Kachina wondered and prayed that they never did – but Kinich hadn’t moved away from her hands as she worked to re-tie his braids and then helped her put his headband back on around his head, so he was probably just thinking. She hoped.



“So.” And yet, when he next spoke, Kachina almost jumped up to Celestia. “When is dinner?”



Kachina paused for a moment, caught off-guard, but then–



She beamed.



—



Mualani had only been to Kachina’s home a few times. When they met up, they usually stayed at their workshop or wandered around the wilderness.



She had been there a few times, though, and she knew Kachina’s parents really well. The same could be said about their parents; they got along like a house on fire, she liked to joke. While Kachina’s parents were calmer than her own, they had all lived in Natlan for their entire lives, so they had numerous anecdotes they could comment on between them, even if they lived in different tribes.



This time, though– Mualani was nervous. Just a bit. Not too much, no. She knew that dinner would go perfectly well, they were all nice people. They were family.



They arrived together at Kachina’s home and her friend opened the door for them and they all greeted each other with wide smiles and good-natured jokes about their parents’ ages. Mualani felt warm blossoming in her chest almost immediately – it had been a long time since they could meet up like this, after months of her parents traveling and the Abyss hunting their nation.



Their parents soon floated away to the kitchen to comment on the food and joke around with each other and Mualani and Kachina– They both lingered around the door, waiting for the last member to arrive.



“You’re gonna scare him away, haunting the door like that!” joked Mualani’s father from the kitchen, laughing loudly.



Mualani stuck her tongue out at him.



“He’ll come… right?” mumbled Kachina, mostly to herself, her usual overthinking mind rearing its head again. Like always.



“He’ll come,” nodded Mualani, firm.



And he did come. A bit late, but he did come just in time.



Kachina was jumping for the door the second she heard the knock and she opened it with a wide smile and gleaming eyes. Mualani soon followed her and grinned at Kinich.



“You’re late, mister. This means that you don’t get dessert,” she said and at Kinich’s deadpan stare, she huffed a laugh. “Just kidding!”



“Good,” nodded Kinich. Kachina let him enter and Mualani’s eyes immediately went to the covered plate in his hands. “I would’ve hated to waste this.”



“Oh! You brought something? You didn’t have to!” came Kachina’s mother’s – Hehewuti’s – voice. She hurried to their side, taking Kinich’s plate with careful hands and a beaming smile, so similar to her daughter’s.



“Don’t even try it,” said Mualani with a shake of her head and a good-natured smile. “He’s just like that. Costs and so on.”



“I couldn’t come here with empty hands,” insisted Kinich, looking a bit offended and shooting a glance at Mualani.



They all started moving to the dining room, decorated with Kachina and her father’s careful hands. Mualani’s parents and Kachina’s father were already sitting down, laughing and making so much noise that it almost sounded as if there were dozens of them crammed into the room.



“What is it?” asked Kachina, following her mother’s path as she retreated with the plate to the kitchen so it could be served later.



“Meat,” said Kinich, simply.



Mualani’s eyes glinted.



“Saurian Hunter’s Reward?” she asked, knowingly. At Kinich’s nod, she laughed under her breath. “Oh, my mother will love it. She’s a fan of spicy stuff. Like, 

really 

spicy.”



“She has good taste, then,” nodded Kinich, satisfied and visibly relieved.



At Kachina’s insistent hands, he sat down at the table. Mualani and Kachina wasted no time in sitting down on both his sides, like a protective shield around him and any discomfort or nervousness he could have felt. He didn’t say anything, but his shoulders did look slightly more relaxed at that.



And yet, he didn’t look as… on edge about it as Mualani would have thought. He didn’t look ready to run away at their parents’ words, he didn’t cross his arms over his chest. He looked– like he always did, really, if only a bit more quiet as he observed Kachina’s home and their surroundings. Was it because he was ready for it, this time? Mualani didn’t know, but it made the heavy weight in her chest disappear slightly. She had been nervous about it, herself – about putting too much pressure on him, about making him do something he didn’t want to do, wasn’t prepared to do. She was his friend, after all. She didn’t want to hurt him in any way.



But as their parents greeted Kinich warmly and her father even patted him on the shoulder, Kinich only nodded and treated them like any other person.



“Thank you for taking care of my daughter, young Kinich,” was saying her father, and Mualani wasted no time in sticking her tongue out at him again. He answered in kind. “I know she’s a handful.”



“She could be worse,” was Kinich’s answer, coupled with a light shrug. 



As her father laughed loudly, Mualani elbowed Kinich on the side.



“Am not!” she not-whined. “You’re worse than me, actually, mister extreme-sports!”



“I do participate in extreme sports, but I do it with conscience. I know what I’m doing,” shot back Kinich and really, it was unfair how quick he was with his replies – consequence of living and working with Ajaw, surely.



“Hey, I know what I’m doing too!” she shot back and when Kinich arched an eyebrow at her, she elbowed him again with vengeance. Kachina laughed next to them. She soon sobered up, though, and she leaned forward to mumble, “by the way, where’s Ajaw?”



“You think I would have brought him here?” asked Kinich, dry as the desert. Mualani conceded with a slight sigh. “No, I let him do as he pleases, within reason. He’ll probably get bored of wandering soon and hang out with some saurians, anyway.”



Good enough. Best for the strange saurian to not bother their parents – and them – too much. Mualani didn’t want to think of how their parents would react to the little creature – her father would probably find Ajaw funny, at least.



Dinner started soon after, with plate after plate coming out of the kitchen and being eaten in only a few minutes.



As dinner went on, Mualani found herself relaxing more and more. Jokes flew around the table, coupled with compliments to the chefs – Mualani had been right, Kinich’s plate was her mother’s favorite – and anecdotes. Their parents didn’t nail Kinich with questions as much as Mualani had feared they would do – no, they did ask him about the Pilgrimage, about his commissions, and then it all derailed when Mualani’s parents found out how well-traveled he was and they started a very long conversation about the best locations, the best inns, the most annoying paths. Kinich, who admittedly started the night being a bit quiet and closed-off, was soon talking animatedly with Mualani’s parents about their travels.



Mualani was glad. Happy. Excited. Relieved. She watched as Kinich and her parents – and soon enough the entire table – conversed about this and that with no care in the world.



When Mualani’s father managed to make Kinich huff out a laugh for the first time– Mualani could cry.



She met Kachina’s gaze and they both shared a knowing glance and wide smiles.



Mualani took advantage of the conversation they were wrapped in to steal a few more pieces of dessert – Golden Apple Pastries. She did give a few more pieces to Kachina, though. Kinich intercepted some, but when Mualani swatted at his firm hand, he gave them up easily enough.



Dinner was perfect.



Or, well… It was.



It took a– not really a wrong turn, but Mualani noticed the change when Kachina’s father – Wikvaya – offered a bottle of alcohol to the table.



It was as if Kinich had turned to stone, with how still he was suddenly.



She immediately turned to him, a bit worried – they were doing 

so good, what happened?

 – and Kachina followed suit. They both looked at Kinich’s face, the tightness of his jaw, the tightness around his eyes, the way he clutched at his bracelet firmly, with too much strength, his grip 

shaky.




Their parents hadn’t noticed. Good. Good. Mualani had to do something. Her hand moved to Kinich’s shoulder, but she refrained from touching him, just in case. She had… never seen him like that, not out of battle, not outside a tense situation when someone could be… hurt…



She followed his cautious gaze, his unmoving eyes, and she came face to face with the bottle in Wikvaya’s hands.



… Huh.



She stood up and her chair made enough noise to get Kinich out of that state. He didn’t jump– no, he just blinked, made an aborted movement and turned to look at Mualani with still-too-blank eyes. She managed to grin, wide, without a care in the world – fake, but it would have to do.



“If you’re gonna drink, we’re going out,” she announced. It wouldn’t even be strange for them – drunk parents were usually mortifying to look at, she knew. Especially theirs, with their more embarrassing stories, their younger-days.



“Suit yourselves,” came her father’s predictable answer, relaxed and amused.



“We’re staying the night, don’t forget,” said her mother, as careful as always, but she was also smiling wide.



“Yes, yes.” Mualani waved her hand and– that was that.



She took Kinich’s arm this time and dragged him away, followed closely by Kachina, who even remembered to take the plate of pastries with her.



They were out of the house within seconds. The fresh air hit her flushed cheeks and she breathed, long and deep. She released Kinich’s arm as soon as he moved, and she looked around, at the people still mingling about but ready to go back to their homes for the night. It was late. It was…



“It’s the perfect time to go stargazing,” she said, grinning wide with her hands on her hips. She looked at her companions, saw Kachina’s understanding in her eyes, saw Kinich’s quiet interest.



“I know the perfect place for that!” said Kachina, and she immediately took the role of guide. “It’s a bit of a climb, but…”



“I can get us there,” came Kinich’s expected answer.



He sounded like himself, calm and assured as always. Quiet resignation and acceptance.



That was… good.



(That 

scared

 her, there.



… Were they really ready to ask? To get the answers from their dear friend that had probably gone through hardship and yet, still retained enough humanity to choose them as his family?



Were they ready to pay the price?)



They climbed the mountains together – Kinich ended up helping Mualani a lot, but then again, both Kachina and Kinich were used to climbing mountains, Mualani was better at traversing the softer hills quickly. She had already lost count of how many races she had challenged Kinich to; they always ended up close to a tie, with the winner changing hands every time, depending on the terrain.



By the time they reached the highest point, the moon was ready for its descent. The stars shone brightly over their heads like a starry sea.



Mualani soon laid down on the rocky ground. Kachina sat down next to her.



“I should’ve brought my bag,” mumbled Kinich, plopping down next to them with a sigh. “Oh well.”



“Too late,” huffed Mualani.



She could have asked. She could have broken the silence between them, asked Kinich about his reaction to her father holding a bottle of alcohol – but she could guess. Kinich would have told her – them – about it, he would have opened up, in the end. He would have laid out the drawing of his past, no matter how hard and horrible it was. And Kachina and Mualani would have been there for him–



But when Mualani turned to look at him and she saw how calm he was once again looking up at the tapestry of stars over their heads, the question died in her throat.



Not yet, she told herself. Not yet.



Not when they had just had an amazing dinner, not when she could still feel that warmth in her chest, not when she could still hear Kinich’s laughter in her mind, not when Kachina was pointing out constellations in the sky, their uses in navigation, and Kinich listened carefully and corrected her softly whenever she remembered something wrong.



Not yet, she told herself. But soon.
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3. Chapter 3




“What is that for?” asked Kachina, frowning at the metallic shine in her father’s hands.



“Ah, this?” Her father held up whatever he had in his hands and Kachina got closer to stare at– was that a hook? “Kinich said that his hook was a bit damaged, so I made a new one for him. It must be dangerous for him to use the old one – who knows, he could even fall.”



And Kachina blinked, a bit wrong-footed about it, and yet… Not surprised. Instead, she felt a bit glad. Happy. She should have thought about it before introducing Kinich to their parents. Of course, she should have expected them to basically adopt him.



“I’m sure he’ll appreciate it,” she said, words stumbling a bit in her tongue. “I can… give it to him?”



Her father hummed to himself, tapped the hook a few times, and then shook his head.



“Nah, I’ll give it to him the next time he swings by,” he said, shrugging once.



Kachina watched him walk away, still blinking her surprise away.



Well. That was new.



She just hoped that their parents didn’t… overwhelm him too much. Kinich was very independent and self-sufficient, after all. He didn’t reject help, per se, but he was usually the one to offer it in the first place. Kachina didn’t know how he would take the sudden switch-up.



She sighed. Maybe she would ask Mualani, make sure that her parents didn’t get the same idea…



—



Mualani’s parents had had the same idea.



She hid a grimace as her mother talked animatedly with the storekeeper, asking her opinion on the cloth she was going to buy – how durable it was, how well it kept humidity away and so on – and the price of it and… Mualani hid a sigh. This could get out of hand very fast.



“Mum,” she hissed, and her mother looked at her with a perfectly innocent gaze. “What are you doing, exactly?”



“Well, I saw that Kinich’s bag was a bit battered. He travels a lot, so I thought I could make him a new one– you know, with resistant cloth and–” explained her mother and Mualani’s face must have given something away, because her mother frowned. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” She paused and finally lowered her hands. “Should I… not do that?”



Mualani bit her lip, a bit lost and troubled. It wasn’t that she 

couldn’t

 do that, it was just… How could she twist it…?



“It’s just… remember how Kinich inherited an Ancient Name?” she said, hoping that this random idea worked out.



“Ah, yes. Malipo, right?” nodded her mother and Mualani quickly nodded as well.



“Exactly! And you know how important the ‘right price’ is for him, right?” she pointed out, hoping and hoping that–



“Oh! I get it!” Her mother’s smile was wide and amused and… “Well, then, I’ll just ask for a favor in return. That should be okay, right?”



Mualani… had nothing to say to that. Her smile, hopeful and excited before, sank until it became a bit pinched, but nothing that she couldn’t hide with a half-nod and an embarrassed laugh.



“Ah… Well, I suppose…?” She scratched at her hair, looped a strand around her finger, trying and trying to find any other excuse, man, Kinich would probably be so uncomfortable–



“Then that’s that!” And with that, her mother finally bought the cloth and a few threads and buttons and–



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



“I’m sorry, Kachina,” she grumbled to herself.



—



The first to gift him something was Wikvaya.



Kinich had just finished talking with Chief Pacal about his latest commission when Kachina’s father approached him good-naturedly. It was probably good that Ajaw had been relegated to shopping for provisions. 
Kachina had more similarities with her mother, but it was still clear that this was her father – it was the nose, he had realized after dinner, the expert and nimble hands that handled the minerals and gems with care.



“Doing good, Kinich?” greeted the burly man. His smile was soft, softer than Kachina’s usual beam.



“Great, yeah,” he answered easily enough.



“Good! So, remember when you told us that your hook was a bit damaged?” And Wikvaya jumped right into the matter, something he could appreciate.



That reminded him…



“Ah, right. I should have it fixed…” he mumbled, one hand going to the pocket of his old bag where he always kept the hook itself.



“No need! Here.” Wikvaya handed him a… hook? 



Kinich took it with careful hands and marveled silently at the clearly expert design, the skilled hand that had made it. Something this well-done must cost…



“I– Thank you, but I can’t just take this,” he said, looking up into the earnest eyes of Wikvaya, a bit flustered for once– and that had never happened, he always asked his price head-on, no hesitation. Why did he feel a bit… bad, this time? Was it because it was Kachina’s father?



(It probably wasn’t because he was unconsciously comparing Wikvaya with… right?)



“Ah, right. Malipo name and all…” The man hummed under his breath, thoughtful. Kinich found himself fidgeting where he stood, caressing the hook’s sharp ends with careful hands – it really was of very good quality. Even more reason to give something in return. “I suppose this wouldn’t cover Kachina’s classes, right?”



“Mualani already paid me… And to be honest, it’s more for Kachina’s good than the payment at this point,” he said, thinking back to Mualani’s readily-offered bag of mora and her expertly-made maps that she offered in return for him teaching Kachina about Natlan’s dangerous landscapes and nature.



Wikvaya only hummed again.



“Say… How many caves with minerals do you know?” asked Wikvaya, arching an eyebrow. “Probably more than what we as a tribe know, right? Could you make a report about those caves and what minerals they contain? And, were I to be interested in them, would you be willing to play guide and show me?”



Kinich mulled it over. He knew quite a few caves with promising minerals, some of which he had already shown Kachina once or twice. After years of knowing each other, Kinich had learned quite a lot about minerals and their uses and value. He wouldn’t call himself an expert by any means – especially not in front of a true expert like Wikvaya – but he could trust his own judgment, and while Mualani was a better guide than him, he could still… Yes, that could work…



“It’s a deal, then,” he nodded, firm, and offered his hand to Wikvaya, who laughed softly and took it, shook it with a tight grip that was more assuring than threatening, before he patted his shoulder.



“Take good care of that hook. I’ll wait for your word,” he said, his smile soft and warm. “Safe travels, son.”



And then he left, waving his goodbye, leaving Kinich to just– stare at his broad back, eyes maybe a bit too wide, a bit too thrown off-guard, a bit too… lost?



There was something twisting in his chest, something so strange that Kinich himself couldn’t put a name to it. It left a bitter taste in his tongue, but at the same time, he tasted sweet, like the snacks that Kachina and Mualani loved so much.



He looked down at the hook in his hand – new and perfectly calibrated and made with care and skill – and then looked back at Wikvaya’s retreating back.



“Hey. Hey! I’m done with the shopping, I swear the spices are more expensive every time we have to buy them, have you thought about eating meat without any– Hey! Are you even listening to me?! You dare ignore the great K’uhul Ajaw?! Why, you–”



“I heard you, Ajaw,” interrupted Kinich and was it his imagination, or was his voice a bit too breathy? He cleared his throat, just in case.



“Well, it sure didn’t look like it! Why are you staring at nothing like that! Are you crazy? Is that it? Is your end getting near? Oh, I can’t wait, maybe you’ll lose your mind and jump off a cliff and then I’ll get your body–”



“The only one jumping is you– Jumping to conclusions. Baseless and stupid conclusions, by the way.” Kinich finally shook his head and pocketed his new hook inside his bag with careful hands. He would cherish this hook.



“Stupid– You’re the stupid one! Someone should have come out of nowhere to smack you over the head, with how out of it you were just now–”



“Quiet. Let’s go. We have a new commission.”



“Hey, listen to me– Kinich!”



—



The next one to gift him something was Hinakaimauliʻawa.



He had been taking a quick break by the coast near the People of the Springs tribe when she approached him. When he looked behind her, he saw Kahiwakaʻapu also close, holding a fishing rod over the waters and looking at the bait intently, as if the fish would bite at any moment – which they could, really.



They greeted each other warmly and Kinich wondered if he should put Ajaw in timeout before he said something rude to his friend’s mother.



“Any luck?” he asked, nodding to Kahiwakaʻapu and his fishing. Ajaw scoffed.



“Don’t you see he’s hopeless? Honestly, fishing where the water is not even deep, how stupid–” And that was his cue.



Kinich threw him upstairs with a surprise wave of his hand and he sighed as Ajaw cursed him out.



Hinakaimauliʻawa watched with curious eyes, not a lick of offense in sight. It was a relief – Mualani took after both her parents, after all, in that they were all pretty carefree… Until someone badmouthed one of them, that is.



“So? Any fish?” Kinich found himself asking again, maybe to somehow make Hinakaimauliʻawa ignore and forget Ajaw’s rude words.



“Not yet,” shook her head Hinakaimauliʻawa with an amused smile. “Contrary to popular belief, there 

are 

fishes in those waters.”



“I don’t doubt that,” was Kinich’s quick answer, a bit flustered – surprising again, really, but his friends’ parents could bring out a part of himself he had believed gone, drowned under the countless experiences he’d had during his life.



Hinakaimauliʻawa hummed and nodded firmly to herself, satisfied and in good-cheer. They both stared at the horizon, at the strange rock formations floating in mid-air over the tribe itself. Kinich wondered if there was anything interesting up there, but Mualani had always said that the only remarkable things were the amazing sights it offered of Natlan and the desert in the distance.



“I had something for you, actually,” said Hinakaimauliʻawa, and she reached for something she had been holding.



Kinich almost blurted out ‘you too?’, but he managed to bite his tongue in time.



Yet, he accepted the bag Hinakaimauliʻawa offered him with careful hands and a prominent frown. He couldn’t even say what he was feeling anymore; confused, flattered, but there was also a weird mix of emotions twisting in his chest that he 

still 

couldn’t put a name to.



“I can’t…” he started saying, but Hinakaimauliʻawa seemed to be expecting his negative, because she grinned wide and shook her head.



“It’s not for free, don’t worry,” she said and at Kinich’s furrowed eyebrows, she huffed out a laugh. “Mualani told me how you operated, so… I need a favor.”



“Ask away,” he could only say. He caressed the bag, taking note of the various pockets it had, the sturdy material it was made of, the secure buttons. It was big, but not burdensome. It would probably be very comfortable and he could bring with him quite a few necessities…



“You know that we’re merchants, right?” said Hinakaimauliʻawa, and she sat down next to him, crossing her legs just like Mualani did. Kinich nodded. “Well, you probably know that the Abyss is targeting merchants and their cargoes, lately. We can’t have that. The last guards we employed are out of commission– for a while. So…”



“You need a new escort,” he finished for her.



“Exactly,” nodded Hinakaimauliʻawa, smiling wide. “And who else but a our daughter’s trusty friend– a new member of the family?”



Kinich had to pause at that. She had called him family, just like Wikvaya had a few days before. It still felt strange, but probably not… bad? It didn’t hurt, in any case, which a distant part of him had expected for some reason. Maybe. He wasn’t sure.



But then he returned to the present, met Hinakaimauliʻawa’s eyes, saw the same conviction and firmness in them that Mualani wielded like her catalyst– He nodded and offered a hand.



“Deal,” he said, all business.



“Deal,” said Hinakaimauliʻawa, all smiles and trust.



They shook hands firmly. Hinakaimauliʻawa then patted the bag still on Kinich’s lap.



“Take good care of it,” she said, good-naturedly. “I hope it’s helpful to you.”



“I’m sure it will,” he managed to say, just barely, because then Hinakaimauliʻawa was reaching out with a hand and–



She smoothed down his hair, the messy strands that always stuck out in every direction as a consequence of spending most of his time up in the air, swinging from one place to the other, throwing himself off cliffs and breaking the fall when he could already smell the earth.



Kinich stared at her and he didn’t know what expression he was wearing on his face, he only knew that Hinakaimauliʻawa’s smile softened as a response.



“Safe travels, dear,” she said, softer than before, almost a whisper, and– 



Something in Kinich’s chest ripped open like a badly-healed wound. He was quite sure that he hadn’t shown it, though– not openly, but Hinakaimauliʻawa’s gaze was locked on his, and Mualani had always been quick to pick up what he was feeling by just looking into his eyes. Before he could think better of it, he lowered his head, acting as if he was just examining his new bag.



“Same to you,” he said, but he was sure that it had been mostly a mumble.



Hinakaimauliʻawa only smiled and returned to her husband’s side.



Kinich stared after her through his bangs and wondered if there really were tears that wanted to escape and flow down his cheeks or if it was just a consequence of that tear in his chest.



And if he really wanted to tear up– what kind of tears were they? Happy tears? Or sad tears? 



(Grieving tears, for a family that fell apart?)



—



“So, your parents gave me gifts,” said Kinich during their next group lunch.



Both, Kachina and Mualani, paused. Kachina even paused while she was about to take a sip of soup from her spoon, so she hovered there for a moment, until she noticed said soup escaping her spoon.



“Um,” was Mualani’s intelligent reply. “I… told her not to?”



“I, uh– I didn’t. Tell him no, I mean. But–” Kachina fumbled, so much so that she almost spilled her soup. Kinich was quick, though, and he helped her catch the bowl before it could tip over and spill all the soup onto her lap.



“It’s fine,” interrupted Kinich with a slight sigh. “I… appreciate it.”



“You liked them?” asked Mualani, grinning again, and then she paused. Blinked. “Huh, maybe I should have told you that my parents – and Kachina’s really – liked to make gifts.”



“Like I said, it’s fine,” said Kinich with a shake of his head. “It just– caught me by surprise, is all.”



Mualani crossed a glance with Kachina and then laughed nervously.



“Ah, well– I can tell them to relax a bit with the gifts?” she offered, a bit hesitantly. She knew her parents well and they usually used every excuse they could find to get gifts and favors for the people they liked, especially family. If Kinich wasn’t used to that, well, it could overwhelm him a bit, she supposed…



Kinich just huffed out a laugh.



“I’ll just have to pay in kind,” he said, which wasn’t a yes, but it wasn’t a no either.



Mualani finally relaxed her shoulders – which had climbed up to her ears – and huffed out a soft snort. Kachina hid a sigh into her soup.



“Say, you’ve been working with Elder Leik, haven’t you?” asked Kinich a few moments later, and Mualani tensed again– not too much, but well… she had.



“I have, yes,” she said and she gulped down the probably too-big piece of meat. “We can probably make the field trip soon. Why?”



Kinich hummed softly as he picked at his food. Mualani and Kachina crossed a glance again, confused and maybe a bit apprehensive. Did Kinich know that Mualani had been digging behind his back? To Elder Leik, no less, someone that seemed to be Kinich’s… maybe not guardian, but an important enough person in his life for him to visit when he could. Something close to family.



“Nothing important, just… I know that route pretty well, and lately there have been some Fatui around the area,” said Kinich. Mualani’s nervousness evaporated immediately, just like her smile. She frowned and Kinich nodded at her. “I can accompany you. Just in case.”



“That… would be nice, actually,” nodded Mualani, thinking about the group of kids that she would need to look after while they traveled to the Scions of the Canopy tribe. “But, mm, Fatui, you said?”



“Yes,” nodded Kinich, serious. “I don’t know what they’re doing, but probably nothing good.”



“Now that you mention it, I’ve seen a few Fatui close to our tribe too,” mussed Kachina, by now only making small waves in her soup. She frowned deeply at her food. “Maybe they’re preparing for someone important to visit them?”



“I don’t know,” shook her head Mualani, lips pressed tight. “But we better be careful. We already have enough to deal with, with the Abyss.”



Kinich nodded and so did Kachina. The next Pilgrimage was close, very close, and Kachina was probably feeling the effects of it, the nervousness, the anticipation. The doubts. Mualani could see her biting her lip, fidgeting with her spoon instead of eating.



“So… Kachina, want to come with?” she asked, just to try to distract her from her racing thoughts.



Kachina looked at her with wide eyes.



“M-me? I’m not sure I could be of help…” she stuttered out, lowering her head again. Mualani pouted, but Kinich was faster than her this time.



“More hands is always helpful, especially if we’re dealing with children,” he said pointedly and yet relaxed.



“Yep, exactly! We could really use more help, I don’t want to have to explain to some poor parent that their kid is injured because I couldn’t keep an eye on them,” she nodded safely, firmly.



Kachina visibly thought it over carefully, fidgeting with her spoon and bowl.



“O-okay, if you’re sure,” she said in the end with a hesitant smile.



Mualani grinned.



“Of course!”
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4. Chapter 4




Kachina followed behind Kinich as their sizable group tracked through the wilderness.



In the end, quite a few of the children from the People of the Springs had jumped at the chance to visit their neighboring tribe while being led and watched by their resident ‘best guide’ herself, so what could have been a relaxing trip through Natlan’s colorful hills and canyons became a challenge of not straying their eyes from the kids, lest some of them got lost and what would their parents say then?



So, Mualani stayed at the front, leading them all through the easiest route she had been able to come up with – which had meant that the length of the trip got much longer than the usual – and Kinich and Kachina stayed around the back, making sure that no kid got distracted or fell behind. 



It was more difficult than Kachina had thought, because kids didn’t usually stray too far from their tribes, so seeing new things, new landscapes and new plants excited them so much that sometimes they drifted away from the group and– Kachina was about to rip her hair out. Had she been like that as a kid, too? She felt sorry for her parents, if that was the case then. She was the youngest among her friends, by a few years in fact, but even then, she couldn’t remember herself being so… so…



“Niu, stay away from the edge!” came Mualani’s yell from the front. Kachina had heard it exactly five times in the last hour and Mualani’s voice had changed periodically from amused and good-natured to tired and annoyed. She made a good job of hiding her irritation behind a smile, but Kachina knew that her dear friend had a rapidly-approaching limit, too.



“We should take a break soon,” she mumbled to Kinich, grimacing as the kid in question talked back to Mualani and Mualani pretty much shut her up before she could start a riot with the rest of the kids – Kachina could understand them being tired, seeing as this was their first trip outside and traversing Natlan proper, but Mualani was still their guide, their temporary caretaker. They needed to respect her.



“We should,” nodded Kinich. He usually stayed back with Kachina, but sometimes he pulled ahead so he could make sure that their path was safe and clear of any enemies. “I saw a nice place earlier. We could eat something there, it’s just up ahead.” He tilted his head to the side. He probably met Mualani’s gaze over the heads of the children, because he nodded slightly. “I’ll tell her.”



Kachina nodded as Kinich hastened his pace so he could walk side by side with Mualani. Kachina sighed and rubbed her eyes, tired of the constant tension of watching over a rambunctious group of kids hungry for adventure. She couldn’t wait until they got to the Scions of the Canopy tribe and the burden of monitoring these kids was someone else’s problem.



Kinich returned soon, falling into step by Kachina’s side once again. Even after hours of walking – as slow as they moved – he looked unruffled. He even managed to banter with Ajaw for a good few minutes, before Ajaw got all offended and wandered off to the side, definitely not sulking and grumbling. Kachina was thankful for that, anyway. She was sure that the headache that was already threatening to show up to ruin her trip would have hit her sooner with Ajaw yelling in her ear.



Their little group finally arrived at the top of the mountains that bordered close to the Scions tribe. Now, Kachina didn’t need to be as tense as before, when they were traversing one of those narrow paths. Now, she only needed to keep an eye out for the more daredevil children who could decide that playing close to the edge of the flat top was a good idea. Which they would, but the kids wouldn’t do anything stupid as long as they were eating.



“Gather around, kids!” called Mualani and the children all ran to her with wide eyes and grabby hands that snatched their snacks from the bag as fast as a Yumkasaur.



Kachina plopped herself down on a rock and sighed, long and hard. Kinich followed, much more calm and sedated, nesting his bag between his legs and rummaging through it until he found his trusty waterskin.



“That makes you sound twice your age,” he commented easily, before taking a long sip of water.



“I feel like it,” she groaned, rubbing her eyes. Kinich hummed.



“Not a fan of kids?” he asked, offering his water to her. She took it gratefully, but before she could so much as open it again, she grimaced as a few kids started yelling loudly about something or other – unfair deals, they said, whatever that had to do with their food.



“Not a fan of 

so much noise

,” she hissed through her teeth, not quite angry, but annoyed. She took a sip of water and gestured to the group of kids in front of them. “Was I like that at their age?”



“I wouldn’t know,” was Kinich’s answer, dry and yet amused. Kachina saw his lip twitch into a half-grin and– yep, that glint in his eye meant that he was fighting with himself not to laugh. “And that makes you sound even older.”



Kachina only grumbled and continued taking sips of the water. Ajaw floated closer, then, grumbling about food and how Kinich hadn’t won their latest – aimless – argument and Kachina half-listened as they started arguing once again about bad choices of food and too much noise – she could relate – and how Ajaw couldn’t blow up and kill a bunch of kids just because he couldn’t even hear his own thoughts.



“You don’t even have 

good

 thoughts, anyway, they’re doing you a favor,” came Kinich’s quick reply, as dry as always, and Ajaw’s answer was a shrill yell that made Kachina grimace again.



Mualani came to them soon after, plopping herself on the ground with a very long sigh and wobbly limbs – exaggerated, Mualani was very resilient, after all.



“I can’t wait to have our own room. And silence. Heavy on the silence part, really,” she grumbled. Kinich silently offered her the waterskin too, so she took it with a small smile and leaned on the rock they had taken up as their temporary seat.



“Not a fan of kids either?” asked Kinich, completely serious, and Kachina twisted so she could stick her tongue out at him. He didn’t react at all.



“Ugh, I love kids but like– these ones don’t have any self-preservation!” she hissed, gesturing to them and– ah, they were mixing their juice. Different types of juice. The color had turned into a dark-ish mess and Kachina admitted that she would have mistaken it for the dirty water in the bucket after cleaning her workshop, had she seen it anywhere else. The kids goaded one of their own until he drank it. He gagged violently. The kids treated him like a hero. Mualani blinked and gestured to them again. “Case in point.”



Kinich only hummed and swatted Ajaw’s hands away from his berries without looking.



Kachina felt compelled to ask.



“Was I like this?” She pointed to the gagging kid. “Were you?”



Mualani stared as the kids raised the glass full of the juice from the Abyss to the sky like a sacred relic and chanted something vaguely coherent.



“You know what? I don’t think so,” she said, absent-minded and a bit lost.



“As long as no one flings themselves off a cliff, we’re good,” came Kinich’s dry opinion, coupled by Ajaw’s predictable ‘if only, we wouldn’t have to suffer through this shit’.



Mualani and Kachina only sighed.



They shared fruit between them, keeping an eye on the kids to make sure that no one would have any ‘good’ ideas. They weren’t tired, per se – they were used to traveling and they knew these paths like the back of their hands after all the visits they’d made to each other over the years – but Kachina could admit to yearning for a nice and relaxing moment to think without so much background noise. Then again, she supposed that she was slightly used to that, with Kinich and Ajaw – mostly Ajaw, really – having long-winded arguments between them no matter where they were.



“This place is pretty, though,” said Mualani, leaning back against Kinich’s leg. “Very out of the way, too.”



“It would be a good place to live, if you like peace and quiet,” nodded Kachina, absent-mindedly fixing Mualani’s braids and tied up hair.



Kinich hummed.



“I actually lived around this area when I was a kid,” he said, out of the blue, thoughtful and with a strange inflection to his voice. Kachina blinked.



“With Elder Leik?” asked Mualani, relaxed and unbothered.



“No, before that.” Kinich shook his head and– there 

was 

something in his voice that Kachina couldn’t identify. Her hands stilled in Mualani’s hair at that.



Before Elder Leik, there had been… nothing? Nothing that they knew of, anyway, which meant that–



Mualani tensed slightly. Kachina finished with the braid and let her hair go, gathering her hands on her lap. When she looked at Kinich, she saw him looking away, to the distance, gaze lost and jaw set.



She met Mualani’s gaze, a bit worried and nervous. This was new. A change. Before, there was nothing about the years previous to Kinich being with Elder Leik, only a dark void, a time they knew nothing about, but that they suspected was… not great. Kinich hadn’t talked about it, and even though they could ask him – because he would tell them, Kachina was sure of that – they hadn’t dared. They hadn’t been willing to pay the price.



But now…



Mualani let out a soft breath, turned and– stilled.



“Don’t even 

think

 about it!” she yelled, frowning deeply at someone– Kinich and Kachina both jumped, slammed into action as Mualani hurriedly stood up. “Anaa, no! I told you! Don’t even– ANAA!”



She shot forward, calling on her sharky.



Kinich stood up and grappled forward, too.



Kachina stayed back, hands shaking from the sudden shot of adrenaline and eyes wide as Ajaw cackled by her side.



“HaHA! That’s karma for you, lowly mortals, that’s what you deserve–!”



Anaa stumbled, waved his arms quickly, but in the end, gravity was stronger than him. His friends watched in horror as Anaa tumbled off the edge of the mountain, reaching out for something, anything that would help him stay on the ground, but to no avail.



He fell.



Mualani’s hand graced his wrist, but it wasn’t enough. She braked violently before she could fall down too, clicking her tongue and immediately moving to the side when Kinich breezed past her and down and down–



Kachina couldn’t see him and the kid, even as she hurried to their side with wobbly legs and a million thoughts running through her mind about everything that could – and had – gone wrong. She reached Mualani’s side, ignoring the yells and cries of the other children, so much crying–



Kinich grappled up soon enough, Anaa safely under his arm.



He landed swiftly in front of them, retracting his dendro hook and slowly letting go of the kid, who stumbled and almost fell face-first to the ground. His friends made sure that he didn’t, though, grabbing his arms and dragging him back, far away from the edge of the cliff, crying and sniffing and asking him if he was okay and… how cool it was, for some reason.



Kinich sighed and rubbed his eyes. He didn’t even try to tidy his messy hair.



“Are you okay, Anaa?” asked Mualani, voice soft but still with a note of severity hidden within. The kid probably nodded, because Mualani let out a long sigh of relief, before she straightened up and pointed a finger at him. “This is why I told you kids to stay away from the edge! We’re lucky Kinich was here, otherwise–”



Kachina tuned out Mualani’s scolding and instead approached Kinich, who had stayed rooted to where he had landed.



“Are you okay?” she mumbled, and just in case, she looked over his arms, his legs, his torso. There were no injuries, no traces of blood in his clothes or face.



Kinich only nodded, a bit stiff. Kachina frowned deeply. There was something… off. She got closer to him carefully, remembering how he had explained to her the best technique to approach wild saurians and animals without spooking them.



He was… too still. Unresponsive, almost. He didn’t look at her at all. He was just looking at–



Ah.



“Ugh, those kids! I swear, I’ll tell their parents and let them… Kinich, you okay?” Mualani came closer too, and immediately saw the very same thing that Kachina had just noticed.



Kinich’s hands were shaking violently.



He kept them in front of himself, looking at them like one would look at a particularly interesting bug, something curious but not worth more than their temporary attention.



He looked out of it, really. His body was present, clearly, but his mind seemed far away.



Kachina crossed a glance with Mualani. They nodded to each other and, acting as one, they each grabbed one of Kinich’s wrists and dragged him off towards their rock. Kachina pushed Kinich until he sat down on it, while Mualani sent a meaningful glare at Ajaw – who huffed, before he “obediently” seated himself on the ground, silent.



“I’ll be right back,” mumbled Mualani, shooting a look at the children who were still clearly panicked and crying.



Kachina nodded and plopped down next to Kinich, not really knowing what to do to help her out-of-it friend, other than stay pressed against him and hope that her presence could bring some comfort for him, guide him back home.



“Go. I’ll… try to help,” she mumbled back.



Mualani nodded, lips pressed thin. She hurried away, herding the children until they were an homogenous group again. She definitely went over their set rules for the trip – don’t get away from the group, don’t do anything stupid – again, this time coupled with a serious look to her eyes and looking each kid in the eye, almost daring them to try it again and see the consequences.



Kachina sighed softly and leaned against Kinich’s side, silent and a bit worried. Kinich’s limp hands still shook on his lap and Kachina almost reached out to take them in her own, but in the end, she decided not to.



“Has this happened before?” she asked Ajaw, a desperate question that floated in her mind.



“How should I know?” shot back Ajaw, not too loud for once.



“You literally travel with him all the time,” she hissed back, feeling annoyance climbing up her throat. “You work together. You do almost everything together– you should know these things.”



“It’s not like I pay that much attention to him,” sniffed Ajaw. He was definitely keeping something from her, she could feel it in the way he didn’t look at her at all. Which he usually did, when he insulted or yelled at her.



This was useless.



So, Kachina nested herself next to Kinich and wondered if this was the moment when they would have to lay everything out, when they finally paid the price, the debt that had been hanging over their heads for too long.



—



This had happened only a handful of times, really.



Kinich didn’t even remember the last time he had been so out of it, so distant to his own body and mind. There was fog in his brain, so much so that Mualani and Kachina’s voices seemed far away, drowned in nothingness. He could feel their worry, their unsettled mumbles, the way they dragged him off to sit down and how Kachina stayed by his side. But he could do nothing but watch as his hands shook and shook, just like 

that day

.



It probably didn’t help that they had been so close to where his past home had been. And then the kid had fallen off the cliff, so really, it was no wonder that the past had sneaked up on him, wrapped him in memories he liked to keep buried and made him stumble on emotions he liked to keep contained.



Still, it was a bit… embarrassing. He was supposed to be the protector, the one always on the look-out, and now he wasn’t. He was too lost in things that didn’t matter anymore, he had left all the work to Mualani and he had even worried Kachina so much that she didn’t even leave his side. Did he look that helpless? Oh, Ajaw would have a field day…



And yet, when he slowly returned to the present, he heard no jeering from his companion, no arguments, no yelling. Not even crying from the children.



He blinked, once, twice, and then he clenched his hands into fists. He felt the leather covering them, the way his headband had become slightly loose after such a sudden movement and hours of walking. He felt Kachina against his side, curled up and fidgeting with the fruit in her hands.



He took a deep breath, held it in until his lungs burned slightly, and then he let it out slowly.



Kachina felt that and she immediately looked up at him, eyes wide, clearly worried sick. He felt a bit bad about that, so he turned his face away so he didn’t have to meet her eyes for a few more seconds.



“Are you okay?” came Kachina’s soft mumble. Her hand clutched at his sleeve, at his leather harness, trying to get him to turn to her.



Kinich had to clear his throat and gulp down the bitter taste in his throat before he could answer.



“Yes.” And even then, his voice sounded raspy to his own ears, raw. “I’m sorry for worrying you.”



“Don’t apologize,” said Kachina, firm and shaky at the same time, which was the very definition of her personality. She definitely wanted to say more, but she was interrupted by Mualani’s arrival once again. Kinich didn’t know if he was grateful for that. Maybe he was just apprehensive.



Mualani didn’t say much. She just watched his face, lips thin, a slight frown pulling at her eyebrows, before she sighed and plopped down on her previous spot, leaning against Kinich’s leg. She reached out for his bag, rummaging in it until she found a few more berries and sweet fruits – no grainfruits, as always. She handed off a few to Kachina and a few more to Kinich, who looked at them for a moment, unsure of how well he would stomach them, before he took them with careful hands.



He chewed on one of them and the sweetness and slight bitter notes hidden within helped ground his mind more on the present.



“You know, we’re here to listen, if… if you want to talk,” came Mualani’s whisper, soft and a bit unsure, so unlike herself that Kinich had to pause in his chewing to stare at the back of her head for a moment to process her words.



He hummed low in his throat.



“I don’t know,” he said, and maybe that simple phrase was the most honest he’d ever been with them. “I’ve… never talked about it. With anyone.”



“There’s always a first time,” was Kachina’s hesitant push. She fidgeted with her berries and avoided Kinich’s gaze. “I mean… I always feel better after talking with you about my troubles. I– I understand that it’s not the same, but…”



Kinich stared at her for a moment, at the flush spreading through her cheeks, at the way she bit her lip. He looked at Mualani’s face, now turned to him, waiting patiently, eyes alight with something heavy, something like acceptance.



They would pay the price, he was starting to understand. They could already guess, they had started connecting the dots.



The field trip had been genuine, but maybe it wasn’t the only thing that Mualani and Elder Leik had talked about. He shouldn’t feel so surprised – he knew how determined and caring Mualani was, how dangerous of a combination it was.



So, he took a deep breath. Let it out slowly.



“Then, I’ll… give it a try,” he said, a bit breathy, a bit shaky, but his mind was already made.



Kachina hugged his arm as she ate the berries.



Mualani draped an arm over his leg, twisting her body until she was facing him.



And just like that, enveloped by his friends’ warmth and support, Kinich talked about his past for the first time. He stumbled on a few words, hesitated quite a few times. Some other times he had to pause and organize his thoughts, trying to remember the details and make sense of what his kid-self had seen, heard, felt.



He talked of a wounded family, of a man reliant on his luck and his alcohol when the former failed him, of a tired mother, of loud arguments and a declining lifestyle. He talked of violence and yelling, of an unfinished story. He talked of an escape, of abandonment. He talked of a house at the foot of a mountain, of a lonely garden, of grainfruit, of alcohol, of a daring question and the subsequent chase.



He talked of an accident, a fall. He talked of a stolen hook, the long travel back to a sad home.



He talked of hunts and deals, of a lonely childhood and the gentle hand that someone offered him later.



Through it all, Mualani kept her arm on his leg. One arm became two and then her head nested on her crossed arms too and Kinich was grateful, because he felt more grounded like this.



Kachina kept her arms around his own, tighter an tighter, pressed against him, and Kinich was grateful because this way he couldn’t float away.



By the time he was done, some of the children in the distance had gathered in a circle and argued about who would start the round of made-up stories. The sky was starting to turn orange and yellow. Kinich could feel something that felt a lot like hunger – and he would know what that felt like, hunger had been an old friend of his in the past – twisting in his stomach.



He fell silent after what felt like hours and for a long moment, there was only silence.



And then, Kachina was burrowing her face into his shoulder and Mualani had hugged his legs and Kinich could only blink, confused, before he felt some dampness through his clothes and a shock of panic made him startle.



“Um–” he mumbled, looking from Mualani to Kachina and back again, hands held in the air, unsure of how to comfort two people at once, especially knowing that he had been the one to make them cry in the first place.



“Thank you for telling us,” came Kachina’s muffled mumble, shaky and so full of emotions that Kinich didn’t really know how to answer.



Mualani finally leaned back, wiping her eyes with her hands, huffing out a shaky laugh. When she looked up into his worried eyes, she laughed a bit harder and shook her head.



“Honestly, I’ve always thought you to be one of Natlan’s strongest warriors, but now…” she trailed off, closed her eyes for a moment, before she met his eyes again, a glint of admiration shining like the sun in them. “Now, I know it for a fact. Thank you, Kinich. We’ll pay your story and sincerity in kind.”



Kinich found himself lost for words. Again. This was happening more and more, recently, and a part of him wondered if he really minded it as much as he sometimes complained in his mind.



He blinked, but then he huffed out a laugh, too, tired and worn.



“Just this once, I think we can leave it at that,” he said, and his voice sounded thick even to his own ears. “Think of it as… payment, for when you invited me over for dinner with your families.”



“Sure,” came Mualani’s answer, still shaky. She kept wiping at her tears. “But don’t think that it’ll be the only time we drag you to dinner, mister. You’re coming to every. Single. One of them.”



“Oh, that’ll get expensive,” he mussed, a bit breathless as the fact that ‘

they wanted him back for dinner

’ hit him over and over again until his tired and overwhelmed mind accepted it. “I don’t know how to make that many fancy dishes, either–”



“Don’t worry about that, just worry about bringing yourself,” shot back Kachina, finally raising her head so she could half-glare at him, and it would have looked more intimidating and serious if tears weren’t still flowing down her cheeks.



“I’ll try,” he said, soft, feeling that warmth slip everywhere in his body. “I can promise you that.”



(When was the last time he felt this warm? Could it be when his mother sat down on his bed and read to him, running her fingers through his hair–?)



They remained silent for a while longer, in which Kinich tried to engrave the moment in his mind, over and over, carving it into the name ‘Malipo’ so it would never be forgotten, so someone out there in the future – if they didn’t lose to the darkness of the world – could think back to this and feel that care, that bond, immortal, unforgettable. Eternal.



“You know,” started Mualani, thoughtful, playing with the long leather accessories hanging from Kinich’s jumpsuit. “This explains a lot about your reactions to our parents.”



Kinich blinked, confused. Kachina, surprisingly, nodded next to him.



“Ah, yes, we talked about it before,” she said, unbothered and yet curious, dawning understanding clear in her eyes. “It worried us, too. You looked so…”



She trailed off. Kinich tried to think back to his first meeting with their parents, but he couldn’t get past how curious he’d felt, how he had searched their faces to compare them to his friends, how he had found similarities and echoes of Mualani and Kachina in them and how he had argued with Ajaw about which parent his friends took after the most.



“I looked so… what?” he asked, a bit wrong-footed. That feeling of absolute confusion only grew when Mualani and Kachina both turned to him with twin frowns, puzzled. “What do you mean? I don’t understand.”



“You mean you… didn’t even realize?” asked Mualani, leaning forward just so she could frown more deeply at him.



Kinich could only shake his head.



“I honestly have no idea what you mean,” he admitted.



Mualani and Kachina glanced at each other.



“Huh.” Mualani tilted her head to the side, deeply puzzled.



“Um… how should we put it?” mumbled Kachina, looking at him again. She fidgeted with his sleeve. “Uh… When you first met our parents, what did you… think? About them.”



“What I thought?” he repeated, still a bit lost, but at their twin nods, he hummed and looked up at the sky, trying to remember as much as he could. “I’m not sure… I think I compared them to you two, y’know, the usual… ‘does Mualani have the same nose as her father, or her mother?’ or… ‘is Kachina’s mother as shy as her?’… Something like that, probably.” When the two just stared at him, he shrugged, a bit self-conscious. “I don’t know, I suppose I thought that they looked like… nice people? The way you talked to them… it was clear how close you are.” And 

still

 they stared at him, so he cleared his throat. “Did I look… Did it seem as if I thought something different?”



Mualani and Kachina crossed another glance. Kinich huffed a laugh and poked them both on the arm.



“Ahaha, nothing, it’s just…” Mualani poked him right back and ah, that was good, her smile looked more like herself. “It wasn’t that you looked like… you disliked them or anything, but you did look a bit… tense? Mistrustful, I think would be the right word?”



“Yes, you treated them very carefully at first,” explained Kachina, too.



Kinich mulled over their words for a moment and connected them to what they had said at first, how knowing about his past explained his past behavior.



… Huh.



“I… I didn’t even notice,” he said, thoughtful, rueful, words falling more and more into a whisper. He lowered his head, fidgeting with a glove. “I… It wasn’t my intention, really. And…” It suddenly clicked and he groaned, rubbing his face with his hands. “Shit– that’s why you thought that I didn’t want to go to dinner, right? You believed that I didn’t want to… to 

be

 with your parents.”



Mualani and Kachina both looked away for a moment– caught.



“I mean… Kinda?” Mualani scratched at her hair, a bit flustered. “We just didn’t want to make you uncomfortable or… or overwhelm you.”



“Yeah, we didn’t know what you had gone through, but we could guess that… it wasn’t pretty,” explained Kachina, just as flustered and embarrassed. 



(“And we were right,” grumbled Mualani, bitter and sad and a bit angry, too soft for Kinich’s ears to catch it.)



“Honestly, we should have told you that our parents take family very seriously. I’m sure they overwhelmed you a bit, at first.” And even though Mualani laughed, it was clear that it had bothered her at some point. Kinich would have mentioned it, but there was something else there that had caught his attention, something that made his already tired mind stumble, because it wasn’t the first time he heard it–



“Wait, ‘family’?” he repeated, lost again.



“Of course,” blinked Mualani, now also confused. She frowned at him, pulled at his headband. “You’re family, now.”



“The only step missing right now would be for one of our parents to adopt you, really,” was Kachina’s dry comment, coupled with a loud laugh from Mualani.



Kinich couldn’t get past that ‘family’ thing.



Of course, he had thought about his friends as his family for… quite a while now, really. But that was a fact that he kept close to his chest, a treasure hidden in his heart, a word that he didn’t dare say out loud lest he wake up from whatever dream he was in.



But to hear that from their mouths too, with such conviction, such finality, like it was a fact and not a possibility…



“Ah, fuck– Sorry, Kachina, don’t repeat that word–”



“Mualani, I’m not a 

kid–

”



“Kinich, 

why are you crying?

 Oh no, no, no, are you okay? Did we say something wrong–? Quick, Kachina, gimme the… the…”



“The handkerchief? We don’t have one.”



“What do you 

mean

 we don’t have–”



“Don’t you remember? Haloa Nui used it to catch one of those bugs that–”



“Oh, I wanted to 

forget

 that! Ugh, yikes, that was– Wait, no, then… then…”



Kinich huffed out a laugh and rubbed at his eyes as Mualani and Kachina both fussed over him. 



It must have been quite a surprising sight, he could admit, seeing as he wasn’t one to cry. His tears had dried out a long time ago… Or at least, that was what he had believed, until that word had hit him right in the heart, shaking free the emotions he had kept chained for months and years, hidden far away from the surface.



And now… now, everything came crashing down, but he was starting to realize that maybe it wasn’t as bad as he’d had thought.



“Let’s just– do this!”



And a pair of small arms surrounded his neck and a weight leaned against him.



“Good idea!”



Another pair of arms surrounded his torso and another weight pressed against him.



Kinich struggled to get his arms around them and leaned his forehead on top of Kachina’s head. And then he just… breathed. Deep and slow, letting the tears that had been drowning his insides for probably years pour out of him.



It was fine.



He could let go. He didn’t need to be the one to reach out with his hook, he didn’t need to be the one ready to catch himself, save himself.




They

 would catch 

him

.



(Minutes later, when things had calmed down, they all looked for Ajaw – so much silence from him was 

weird

 – and then were unsurprised when they found him sleeping deeply against the tree.



“Too many emotions for him, probably,” had mumbled Kinich, while Mualani settled a messy flower crown the children had made on Ajaw’s head while he slept, just to hear him screech as soon as he woke up. “Good. I don’t want to deal with his usual ‘allergic reactions’.”)



—



The next family dinner was a nice barbecue out in the area close to the People of the Springs.



Kinich and Mualani’s father manned the barbeque, keeping an eye on the meat and discussing the best way to cook it. Something about bonfires and barbecues not being the same thing, which meant different flavors to the meat – Mualani didn’t really care, so she floated around with her new interest – a kamera from Fontaine, something that she had bought from a merchant with a really funny quiff.



“You know, I could cook it for you– if you ask me nicely enough,” was saying Ajaw, hovering close to Kinich and Mualani’s father, proudly spitting a few dendro flames.



“No, thank you,” was Kinich’s quick reply, as dry as ever. “You make the meat taste like cilantro. It would feel as if we’re eating grass–”



“How dare you–?! I’ll show you 

grass

, motherfu–!”



“I think we can add more, Kinich,” interrupted Mualani’s father, taking Ajaw’s loud personality and insults in stride.



“Sure.” And they both took the tray full of meat they had prepared and seasoned and dropped a good quarter of it on the stifled flames.



“Don’t ignore me!” came Ajaw’s predictable yell, which they all pointedly ignored.



Kachina took a photo of the two cooks and an errant Ajaw – she snickered – and floated away to Kachina and their mothers and Wikvaya’s conversation about the next Pilgrimage.



“I’m sure you’ll do well, Kachina,” was saying Mualani’s mother, smile soft and encouraging.



“And even if she doesn’t,” butted in Mualani herself, sending a pointed glance at her mother, who nodded quickly. “It’s perfectly fine. Honestly, you’re still really young.”



“Youths these days, always in a rush,” sighed Kachina’s mother, sending an amused glance at her daughter, who only bit her lip and fidgeted with her hands.



“But– I have an Ancient Name, I should…” she started saying, before Mualani draped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed.



“You should… stop overthinking it,” she said, voice warm and yet, with a cautious note hidden within. 



People’s rumors about her hadn’t improved at all, even though Kachina seemed to be doing a good enough job ignoring them and not letting their hate and jealousy get to her. Kinich and Mualani tried to stifle as many as they could and in that regard, their fame for being champions helped, if only slightly. Mualani wished she could do more.



“You taking a lot of… photos, was it?” asked Wikvaya, nodding to the kamera still in Mualani’s hand. She brightened up and showed it off with a proud grin.



“Of course! It wasn’t that expensive, but I intend to make good use of it!” she said.



“Well… we need to take one all together, then,” mussed Mualani’s mother, thoughtful and yet smiling wide.



Mualani gasped.



“True! A family portrait– family photo? Yeah, that!” She nodded firmly and waved at her father and Kinich. “Hey, you two! Come over here!”



They came over quite quickly, after making sure that the meat wouldn’t burn if they took their eyes off it for a moment. They both glanced at the kamera in Mualani’s hands with curiosity and, after seeing the mothers and Wikvaya standing up, finally understood why they had been called over.



“Isn’t it too dark for this?” asked Kinich, as Mualani and her mother dragged everyone together.



“If you’re trying to get out of it, it won’t work,” said Mualani, laughing loudly. She grabbed his arm and angled the kamera so it was pointing at the two of them and Kachina, who had sneaked to them and looked up with wonder in her eyes. “Say… what was it? Oh, well–”




Click.




“That was unfair! You have to give us a warning,” whined Kachina.



“Don’t worry, I’m sure you look better than me,” were Kinich’s dry consoling words.



“Hey, hey, you two definitely looked good, I’m the one taking pictures here!” shot back Mualani, pouting at them both.



“C’mon, everyone, gather!” came Mualani’s mother’s yell.



All of them struggled to position themselves while Mualani tinkered with the kamera, trying to remember what the merchant had said about taking photos a few seconds after pressing the button. She finally found out the way while the rest were still arguing about the best order to put themselves in and she set up the kamera.



“We only have ten seconds, hurry!” she laughed, running to the group.



“What?!” yelped Kachina.



“Useless woman, can’t even take a–”



“Shut 

up

, Ajaw.”



“Hey, he could take it for us–”



“And take a photo of his ugly face instead? No, thanks.”



“Hey! I’ll kill you myself–”



“Everyone, focus!”



“Three seconds!”



“Ah– wait!”



“Ajaw, get out of my face–”



“Fuck you–”




Click.




Notes for the Chapter:
Extra long chap!

I actually based the kids’ behavior on how crazy my class was during school. I could write an entire book just with their stupid ideas.

But man, That Conversation(tm) was tough to write. Kinich is very private but at the same time he’s pretty straight-forward, so finding a balance there was challenging. I see all those comments about how in-character I write these three (and I would roll around on the floor and squeal like an idiot… if it wouldn’t worry my parents) but wow, am I salty that I had nothing to go off of about how Kinich approaches his traumas – I can only speculate, throw a ball and hope that it scores. So, yeah.

Anyway, I still have more ideas for this series. Another one-shot written and all haha…





