
1. Chapter 1

Notes for the Chapter:I’ve been thinking about these two, and these three, far too much for my own good. So here, take this.

Just a reminder in case you missed it in the tags, but the first few chapters will contain animal death related to hunting, and I’m uncertain if chapters further down the line will also breach the topic.

Also, I’m a solid decade removed from any survival training I had when I was younger, so descriptions are mostly vague. Still though, if you’re more knowledgeable about these topics and see something I’ve written about in need of correction, feel free to leave a comment!





Kinich had not yet forged his unbreakable contract and received an Ancient Name, nor had he yet participated in the Night Warden Wars when he first met Mualani. He didn’t know it at the time(given his then-lack of care for such things), but she was already a veteran having just recently participated in her first successful battle to push back the Abyss.

 

It was a slow day. A warm day. He was between jobs, and there were no new commissions on the board worth his time. Beyond that, it was- perhaps lucky wasn’t the right word , because Kinich didn’t believe in luck (Though Mualani would call it such)- fortuitous (for Mualani) that he was still in town when she passed by with an excited gasp.

He was leaning against the cliff, taking in the mountain breeze, when she rushed over.

“You’re Kinich right?” She said as she ran up, taking his hand in both of hers to vigorously shake. She leaned in much to close, and looked up at him with large red eyes full of bright cheer.

She didn’t so much as blink when he sharply tugged his hand away and frowned to hide his surprise. He’d seen her coming, but wasn’t quite ready for the touch.

“I am Kinich.” He said, and crossed his arms over his chest.

He narrowed his eyes and furrowed his brows in a way that typically made others nervous. The woman was not deterred.

“Hi I’m Mualani! Nice to meet you! I heard a lot about you, see. Someone in town recommended you for my job,” he was silent, waiting for her to continue, “I’ll be heading up into the highlands in a bit with a friend, and we were in need of a Battle Advisor. She’s still learning and I was hoping for a second pair of eyes in case anything happens. And maybe you could give some advice on the side? Correct her form, give her a few tips and all that, y’know?” 

He took a moment to think about her proposal. It was hard to think with her still leaning in so close. Kinich stepped away for a moment to consider and Mualani didn’t follow. While her happy smile didn’t disappear, he saw it dim just slightly.

A job as a bodyguard into the mountains was one he was familiar with. Many a traveler and tourist wanted to go see the sights, but didn’t dare brave the dangers alone. The price for defending life and limb was one thing, but her second request was what gave him pause. He’d never been asked to instruct anyone before.

Frankly he didn’t think he was much of a teacher.

Beyond that, protecting someone was one thing, but teaching someone to protect themselves was another. Life lessons came at a high price, and one that he often paid in blood growing up. Knowledge was power and he held such things in high regard.

“It’s alright if you can’t do it,” Mualani started, but he held a hand up to interrupt her.

“I can do it,” He said, “But it will cost you. Paying for protection through the mountains is one thing, but teaching someone is completely different. What will you offer?”

Mualani carried a pack with her, and it looked quite heavy by her posture. She set it down with a  thunk  and beamed at him. 

“I figured. Didn’t want to bring the total amount of Mora with me cuz it’d be way too heavy, but I’ve brought an advance as well as a few things to sweeten the deal. I plan for us to spend a week out. I’ll pay for any supplies we need for the trip, of course. Here’s what I’ve got: One-hundred-sixty-thousand Mora, eighty up front and the other eighty when we get back, a voucher for one week at the best inn and full access to the hot springs, all expenses paid of course, and when you come for your vacation- or any time really- I’ll have a cobbler take your measurements and make some good boots for you. They’re made with the shed scales of a Koholasaur so they’re sturdy  and waterproof,” Mualani took in a great gasp of air, having said the entire thing with one breath. She looked like she was about to continue.

Just the boots alone were likely equal to the price of the Mora she was offering to pay. It was effectively more than double the value of the liquid currency he’d be netting. But it was also too much compensation.

“I’ll take sixty now, then, and sixty later. You can use the extra fourty to pay for any medical expenses incurred should I be injured.”

“- and the voucher  technically  expires after a year, but if you don’t have time this year, just find me and I’ll sort things- um. Really? Are you sure?”

Kinich nodded, “One-Twenty is fine so long as I get those boots,” He held out his hand to her, “Deal?” The price was still on the more lucrative end of the spectrum for him, but not unheard of. He’d consider the higher cost as worthwhile for the burden of education.

Mualani was more tentative this time than when she grabbed hold of his hand earlier. Her grip was firm though, and her hand was warm. 

“Deal!” She said, before dropping the bag of Mora and voucher beside him, “I need to go get ready and tell Kachina the good news. Reconvene right here in the morning?”

“Fine,” He said.

“Good. See you in the morning Kinich!” and then she was gone, skipping back up into town.

As soon as she was out of sight, Kinich sat himself on the ground and looked at the palm of his hand. It was still warm.

 


 

When Kinich arrived at the designated spot in the morning with a piece of jerky in his mouth, he was pleasantly surprised to see his charges sitting on a nearby bench. They were both eating sandwiches and chatting quietly.

He liked punctuality, even if it was still too early for him to be upset if they were absent. He was early himself.

Mualani looked up at the sound of his boots on the boardwalk and waved with a huge smile, “Good morning Kinich! Hope you slept well.”

The young girl beside her startled at her sudden proclamation and looked up at him with wide eyes and big twitchy ears. She sat primly with her legs dangling in the air, feet a little off the ground, and her hands now in her lap. Her sandwich was forgotten. 

He nodded his acknowledgement and squatted down to rearrange his backpack. He didn’t need to. He’d organized it before leaving for the day, but he needed something to do with his hands sometimes and there would be a bit of down time while the pair finished their breakfast. Even if he did it the same every time, it never hurt to be sure he had all he would need. 

He munched on the last of his jerky. 

The soft sound of footsteps neared, “Um…” A little voice started, “Good morning Mister Kinich. My name’s Kachina,” The little girl said. He looked up at her. She was wringing her hands together, and her shoulders were hunched up, “Thank you for coming with us on the trip. Mom said I couldn’t go unless we had an expert from  Huitztlan  with us.”

He glanced at Mualani. She was watching them with interest, resting her chin on both hands and smiling with her perpetually happy grin. She nodded at him as if to say  go on. 

He hadn’t expected to be tutoring a  child . 

There was a pause of tension in the air as Kachina stood in wait beside him.

“… Morning,” He said. 

Kachina blinked once at his greeting and bowed a little before scrambling back over to Mualani. The woman helped her hop back onto the bench and handed her sandwich over. Kinich watched as Mualani gave Kachina an encouraging pat on the head and quickly gulped down the rest of her own breakfast.

“Kachina here was just given an Ancient Name by the Wayob,” Mualani said, full of pride. She again gave Kachina a pat, this time on the back to encourage her.

The young girl blushed and looked away to finish her mouthful, “ Uthabiti ,” She said, “To stay strong, even in the face of adversity.”

“Perseverance ,  no matter what,” Kinich murmured, mostly to himself.

Mualani nodded, “Yup. And we wanted to get a head start on her training for the Pilgrimage. We just had the last one, of course, but there’s rumors going around that the Archon might be holding another in just a few months, rather than the usual year.”

Kinich inclined his head as a show that he was listening, but did not speak.

For someone as young as Kachina to be participating was probably a great honor, for all that she was  required  to do it. Forced to fight because of her Ancient Name. He’d been fighting for his life since he was even younger than Kachina, but he could appreciate that such a thing wasn’t the norm.

He doubted she would be able to make it past the first round for many years, even with a “head start” on her training. He could appreciate a go-getting attitude though. Starting early, getting ahead, and staying ahead was core to survival.

He didn’t really have much of a response to that, but it seemed like Mualani was already growing used to him, because she just kept plowing on.

“I was thinking we could take it easy on day one. Kachina hasn’t been up in the mountains around here yet, so I want her to get her bearings first. We can start the work part of learning after lunch?”

“That’s fine,” Kinich said.

 


 

Mualani talked a lot.  A lot  a lot. He wasn’t sure where she got the energy. She spent most of the morning talking, flowing freely between conversation topics, questions, and storytelling.

 “Did you grow up in   Huitztlan   ?” 


 “Of course I did,” 


 “Oh cool. I grew up in   Meztli   . I run a watersports shop, but I’m also a guide. I heard you’re a Saurian Hunter. What’s it like?” 


 “Someone needs to do it, and I’m good at it.” 


 

And many more such questions and stories.

He watched her with some level of wary fascination. She kept trying to touch him. Often, she would catch herself in the middle of grabbing for his arm or giving him a soft pat on the shoulder. She had a tendency to lean into people when she laughed too hard, much to Kachina’s detriment.

The child stuck to Mualani like glue for the first few hours, often keeping a hand on some stringy piece of the guide’s clothing. She’d spent most of the entire trip so far with her head on a swivel, staring with wide curious eyes at all of her surroundings. Mualani would burst out laughing at her own joke, or maybe something he said (He wasn’t too sure), and just about bowl Kachina over with her greater size.

Kachina would just giggle a little and say, “It’s fine, it’s fine. I’m not hurt,” every time Mualani apologized. The younger girl laughed a little harder, and a little louder each time.

The youngest of their group had started the day out nervous and fidgety, but by the time they sat down for lunch (Kinich wanted to eat on the go but Mualani just said “ what’s the hurry?”  and bade him sit beside her on a fallen log), Kachina was having just about as much fun as Mualani seemed to be. 

Kinich ate his meal in quick, efficient bites, trying not to make a face. He didn’t much care for the taste or texture of grainfruit, even when it was cooked into things, but for some reason he nodded when Mualani asked him how it tasted and he couldn’t back out after that.

He supposed he  was  being paid for his services, and food was provided. It was simply the trade this time that he was losing out on taste. It would be poor form to complain.

So he didn’t, not that he was prone to whining anyway. 

Their space was taken up by Mualani and Kachina’s friendly chatter. He’d been looking out over the ravine, but when the sounds of conversation died down he glanced over. There were a couple of soft steps and then he was face to face with Kachina, who stood at eye level with him.

She held a small drawstring pouch with both hands, and pushed them out to him.

“My mom made sweets for the trip. There’s a bag for each of us, so don’t worry about sharing. I promise they’re good! She’s the best cook in the world,” the girl said.

He heard a small crunch, and glanced over at Mualani who’d just popped one of the candies into her mouth.

“Thank you,” She said around the candy.

“Hey you’re not supposed to chew it!” Kachina said, huffing, “You’ll hurt your teeth.”

Mualani shrugged and smiled, continuing to loudly crunch on the candy.

Kachina looked about ready to march over to Mualani, so Kinich gingerly took the bag from her hands, “Thank you,” He said, looking at Mualani as he did.

Kachina beamed at him before turning to Mualani with a frown and stepping over.

Then, right as he popped one of the hard sweets in his mouth, he heard something. Something from outside their little camp. A snap of a swig or the swish of a branch, he wasn’t sure, but he spat the candy out and pulled his claymore from his back.

“Hey!” Kachina said, “The candy-”

He shushed her and crouched low, motioning for the other two to do the same.

He scanned their surroundings. There weren’t that many places to hide on a mountain path along a ravine, but the road was wide enough for bushes and small trees. Probably a Saurian that had smelled the food, but he never took unacceptable risks. 

When he was little, they would almost always come and steal his food. It took a lot of work to learn how to fight them off, but these days he simply scared them away. They were sacred creatures after all and killing them without due cause was frowned upon.

He glanced over to see that Mualani had pushed Kachina to the ground and was crouched over her protectively. There was water,  no , Hydro pooling in one of her hands. It swirled dangerously, ready to overwhelm whatever opponent they encountered.

There was a moment of tense silence where the only sounds to be heard were Mualani’s bubbly hydro, the stuttery breaths of Kachina, and the occasional shuffling of whatever was approaching them.

Then, a bandaged foot crept out of the brush, followed by the entire body of the creature. It was mumbling in its foreign tongue, and tilting its head back and forth in an unsettling way. A Hilichurl then. 

Kinich let out a quiet sigh. Where one creature of the Abyss wandered, there would be more.

Kinich neither shouted, nor said anything as he leapt forward from his crouch, swinging his greatsword to cleave the creature in two. He was nearly silent. But before he could make contact, a bolt of pressurized water zipped past him to land squarely in the chest of the Hilichurl and through the other side. It blasted into the cliff face and left a small mark.

In the maw of the hole left by the devastating attack was a powdery void, leaking corruption. The creature fell with a gurgle, twitching on the ground. It was dead enough, and would soon turn to dust.

Kinich scanned their surroundings for further assailants, and sheathed his blade when he found no traces.

Still though, “We’d better get moving,” he said, “There will likely be more of them nearby.”

Mualani stood up from over Kachina and lifted the girl up to her feet by her underarms. She dusted her off and corrected her hat. Kachina had tears in her eyes as Mualani fussed with her ears.

“You okay?” the older woman asked.

Kachina sniffled, and latched onto Mualani with a fierce hug, “I’m fine.”

Kinich let out a sigh as he waited for them to cry it out. These situations always made him uncomfortable. He wasn’t ever sure what to do around emotional moments, especially with children. He always felt like he would only succeed in making things worse by doing anything.

For now, this wasn’t something he was meant for, so he stepped a little further away to let them have their moment.

Mualani was doubled over, hugging Kachina as she sobbed and rubbing soothing circles between her shoulder blades. From his position at the periphery, he could faintly hear the soft sounds and coos she was letting out.

The there there’s and It’s all right’s.

He stood at the ready along the path in case any more Abyssal monsters chose to make their entrance.

No further interruptions occurred, however, and a few minutes later Kachina was putting herself back together and packing up her bag. With Kachina’s back turned, Mualani looked at him with crinkles in the corners of her eyes and mouthed  thank you. 

He wasn’t sure what for. He didn’t do anything. He could only squint at her and shrug in response.

She gave him a thumbs up, which only confused him more.

Kinich was already ready to go. He packed light, and hadn’t pulled anything out of his bag for their stop, but the other two had to clean up and repack. He popped open his water bottle and took a sip. It was Fontaine made, given as payment for a commission last month. It left behind the slightest tang of metal in his mouth if the water sat too long that, when he first used it, made him think he’d bitten his tongue.

 

When the pair were all set, Kachina ran up to him and bodily wrapped him in a hug. He jolted in surprise and stopped his arms halfway to pushing her away, hands on her shoulders. He’d never hugged anybody before, and wasn’t quite sure what to do, so he left one hand on her shoulder and awkwardly wrapped his other arm around her back for a few gentle pats.

Eventually, he relaxed into it when it was clear she wasn’t letting go, and resigned himself to this awkward fate.

Kachina sniffled and whispered, “ Thank you.” 

He didn’t have a response for that.





2. Chapter 2

Notes for the Chapter:Here’s more of this!

They’ll be out in the wilderness for a few more chapters, but then I’m thinking I’ll skip around for a little while and show off some of the details from Kinich’s later character stories.

How he got his Ancient Name and Vision, to be precise.






After the “crying incident,” as he’d dubbed it, Kinich half-expected Kachina to ask to go home. He’d seen even grown adults break down after their first deadly encounter, so it was to his surprise that she seemed only more determined. 



After she’d dried her eyes, she said, “Let’s go,” and to his surprise, “If we find their camp we should take care of them.”



His first reaction was to say 

No.

 He was not going to go on a monster hunt. But he thought better of it, because clearing out Abyssal monsters was probably something important for her to learn. What was he getting paid for, if not for creating learning experiences?



Still though, he had a question for Mualani. So far, he’d been walking ahead, forging the path and pointing out dangers, but now he walked to Mualani’s right on the outside of the cliff face, with Kachina set against the wall.



“Why did you want someone to act as a combat instructor?” He asked, “You’re clearly skilled enough to do the job.” 

Plus I don’t know the first thing about teaching,

 he didn’t say. 



“Well,” She started, “I know a good bit about fighting, but I primarily fight with my Vision. I only know the very basics about using a weapon. That’s not 

exactly

 what I hired you for though,” She waved her arms, “I know some basic wilderness survival strategies. Building a shelter, starting a fire, the works, but everyone says you’re an expert on all things related to living out in the wild.”



He pursed his lips and thought for a moment before responding, “If that’s what you’re wanting, I can do that. I’m not going to take you out monster slaying though. That’s not what I’ll be getting paid for.”



Kachina piped up, “But what if they invade 

Huitztlan

?”



“Then we’ll deal with it.” Kinich said.



Mualani was the one that headed off any conflict before it started, putting out Kachina’s fire, “The Hilichurl we saw didn’t seem to be on any kind of patrol. It was just wandering. We can wait to notify the tribe when we get back, since there probably isn’t anything organized happening right now. We might rile them up if we were to attack their tribe and cause an issue before we’re ready to deal with it.



“If we can’t handle it, then at best we run away and call for help, but if things go bad we might be overrun.”



Kachina made a face like she smelled something bad. Her ears twitched. Eventually though, she nodded her assent.



“Okay…”



With his question answered, Kinich forged ahead again, clearing the path and making sure that nothing harmful was in their way.


 


 


Mualani gave him a funny look when he said, “I don’t know how to pitch a tent.” 



Then, “I thought you were supposed to be a survival expert?” She asked.



And he shrugged, “Never needed a tent.”



He’d only ever learned the things he needed to know.



She laughed at him, “But what would you do if you were out when it rained?”



“Sleep under a tree or find a cave.”



She was grinning at him with a cheeky look, “But what if there aren’t any caves and the trees aren’t leafy?”



He sighed and groaned, rolling his entire head, “Then I’ll suffer.”



She clearly wanted to poke at him, given the way she was leaning towards him with her finger pointed. Instead she amped up the dramatics.



“Well I 

guess

 I could teach you how to set a tent up. I only brought mine for Kachina and I though, so you’ll be out under the stars.”



“Fine by me.”



Mualani twisted her face into a pout, “I was just joking! Just joking! We can probably make room for you. Probably. The tent’s a little small for three though.”



He shook his head, “No that’s fine. I don’t mind being out.”



“But what if it rains?” She asked.



“It’s not going to rain,” He said. The sky was clear and the breeze was gentle. A look at the trees nearby displayed no signs of inclement weather.



“But what if it 

does

?” She said, again, the beginnings of a growl in the back of her throat as she said “does.”



“Then I’ll sleep in the tent. It’s 

not

 going to rain.”



Mualani skipped away, letting out a sing-song, “Doesn’t matter,” As if 

she

 were the one who’d won that exchange.



Kinich followed behind her, as she had landed on the spot she said was good for a tent. It was the spot that he was going to sleep on, but he wasn’t going to say that. Putting the tent there for two people to sleep was more practical. He’d just find somewhere else.



It was tempting to go find a tree to climb and sleep in, but there weren’t any suitable ones close to camp, and he didn’t want to be too far away lest something happened and he was too slow to get to the pair in time.



Kachina had been watching them with a deep curiosity before they started setting up the tent. Now though, she was hyper-focused on Mualani as the guide walked them through, step-by-step how to set up her tent. 



“All tents are a little different,” She said, “But there’s a lot about the basics of them that stay the same. You just gotta see the pattern in how the supports are set up. Everyone in 

Meztli 

makes them the same way, but I think other tribes probably have their own designs.



“Here, watch me and do as I say. It’s nice and easy. Tomorrow night we can have you two do it and I’ll just instruct from the sidelines.”



With Mualani at the head, the tent was up and functional in short order, and other tasks could be completed. Kinich figured having all three of them working on the same thing was probably inefficient, but he’d never been this involved in a camp set up on a commission before. Everyone that he’d ever hired had always just done their own thing, ignoring him unless he was needed. 


 


The tent was the only thing he didn’t know how to do, so he took over once they set their eyes on preparing for the night.



“I’ll go get firewood,” Mualani said, “Be back before you know it.” 



She gave a little salute before summoning something he’d never seen before. Some type of Hydro construct? It looked like a shark, and she was… riding it like a surfboard?



Kinich watched as she retreated over to a copse of trees, dumbfounded. 



Kachina giggled, “She’s so cool. I want to do that someday.”



It took him a moment to recover.



“We can gather some brush to serve as kindling. I’ll show you how to start a fire.”



It was overall a quick affair. Kachina had energy to spare despite the long day, and they were able to gather up more than enough scrap to get a fire going. He decided to take one out of Mualani’s book and just do it himself the first time, talking Kachina through the motions of building a pit, and explaining how sparks were made when striking the flint to a piece of metal.



Before long, they had a small fire going on twigs and Mualani came back with an arm load of sticks and branches. 



She was grinning from ear to ear when she sat down with her legs crossed to watch them. She rested an elbow on her thigh and then her head in her hand, squishing her face just a bit. Kinich had to look away.



He focused on the growing fire and thought about something he could teach to Mualani in exchange for learning how to set up a tent. He had just been a spectator to Kachina’s learning, but nothing in this world came for free and he didn’t want Mualani to feel cheated. It felt disingenuous to give her back some of the Mora she’d paid him since they’d already agreed on that for providing protection and teaching Kachina.



He’d have to think of something. Something else survival related, perhaps? Or maybe a lesson on swordsmanship? Fighting probably wouldn’t be good enough. She had a Vision. She was probably a better fighter than him. He’d have to sleep on it and hope an idea struck him in the morning.


 


 


An idea did indeed strike him in the morning. 



He woke up on the other side of the tent from the fire, and his clothing was soaked in morning dew. He stood up and shook himself off, then wiped his skin as dry as he’d be until the sun was fully up.



He immediately set to work stacking their extra firewood neatly under a nearby tree for later use. Either they’d be back here once the week was over, or another traveler would come along and use the campsite. It was an expected part of both the 

Huitztlan 

people and the Adventurer’s guild tradition to leave behind some resources when making camp or using someone else’s campsite.



Everyone did it and everyone benefited from it. He liked it as a trade after he’d started taking on real commissions. It was often the case that he packed exclusively for himself though, and only rarely made use of the communal pot. He wouldn’t take from it unless he was certain he could contribute something of equal value.



First task complete, he stepped away from the campsite to walk a wide circle around the area and check for any monster activity. They were thoroughly up in the mountains now, so teaching Kachina some tracking and hiding could be a good use of the day.



While he did his search, he continued to think about a way to repay Mualani. He was wondering if he should have declined to have her teach him the tent- but 

ah

.



Tracking, of course!



That was something that he was certain he could teach her. It was something she would just organically pick up as he taught Kachina too. Birds meet stone. It was a skill that would certainly be useful for a guide. Maybe not as a skill for hunting animals, but certainly as a tool to be used in avoidance of Abyssal creatures while escorting tourists.



Though he let his face remain as stoic as always, he returned to camp feeling energized at coming to a solution to his problem.



Mualani was awake, sleepily sitting on her surfboard-shark-construct. Her hair was a wild mess, and her eyes were barely open. She slowly rocked back and forth in her seat and let out a deep yawn.



Then she saw him, and if it was possible, she squinted. He watched as she looked him up and down.



Then, she let out a snort before saying, “Good morning!”



He grunted, and squatted down near her to look at the ashes of their dead campfire. 



Mualani hummed a tune quietly as the sun rose in the sky, bleeding the dark of night with orange and red. He recognized it as something the guides would sing in the mornings, and sometimes the evenings as well. A prayer of sorts, he figured.



It was a passing thought, but Kinich wondered if she’d sing the words out loud if Kachina wasn’t still asleep.



She completed her song once the sun had fully crested the horizon and looked at him. 



“You’re soaking wet,” She said.



He shrugged, “It’s the morning. Dew will dry in a little while. By the way, that means it won’t rain tonight either.”



She huffed a little, but was still grinning when she said, “We’ll see about that.”



He furrowed his brows, shaking his head just a little, “What does that mean?”



She was looking more awake now by the minute, conversation energizing her, “It

 means 

don’t count your Koholasaurs before they’re grown up.”



There wasn’t anything to count on. It was just a fact of life. If there was dew on the ground in the morning, then there wasn’t any water in the air for it to rain. He didn’t have the energy to argue with her about it though, and lapsed into silence.



He hoped Kachina would wake up soon so that he wouldn’t have to deal with this. Being around Mualani like this was putting an odd pressure on him. He glanced at her, looking away quickly when he met her eyes. 



It felt like he was under scrutiny. Like she was studying him. Poking at him. Finding out what makes him tick. He wondered if this was what it felt like to be hunted, though he wasn’t sure what she was hunting for. 



Nobody had ever pushed this hard for conversation with him. They usually let him be after trying once or twice.



What was she trying to get out of it? What did she 

think

 she was going to get out of it? He was hardly a fitting conversation partner. He knew that. Conversations required a trade. They were a back and forth of words and ideas, and he rarely had much of substance to say.



Just when he felt like the tension might break him and compel him to get up and walk away, he was rescued. Kachina stepped out of the tent, sporting bleary eyes and rumpled clothing. She squinted at everything, looking quite grumpy.



She stumbled over to Mualani and collapsed onto her shark, letting out an aggressive yawn and closing her eyes again.



Mualani gave her head a pat, startling her awake again, “Morning sleepy head.”



“Morn’n,” and she plopped her head face-down onto the shark again.



“Nope,” the guide said, “Gotta wake you up and get you dressed. We’ve got work to do today, and I bet Kinich likes an early start.”



The girl groaned and turned her head to look up at Mualani, “m’still sleepy. Just a little longer.”



Mualani delivered a soft pinch to Kachina’s cheek, “If you get going now I’ll brush your hair, and I’ll let you do my hair too.”




That

 prospect woke Kachina right up. 



“Will you teach me how to do your braids? 

Oh,

 what about braids for me?” Kachina said, standing up now and pulling Mualani to the tent by her hand.  



Mualani laughed, “We can do both if Mr. Kinich says we’ve got time.”



She stopped letting Kachina drag her and looked at him. Kachina peeked out from behind her to watch his reaction.



He stood up from his crouch, “It’s your day too. I’m not going to get upset if you have a routine.”



So long as his own routine was not damaged, at least. 



“Thank you!” Mualani said as Kachina pulled her back to the tent.



He didn’t know what she was thanking 

him

 for. He didn’t control their lives, and beyond that he was just hired help. He would put his foot down on matters related to their safety, but a late start to the day was hardly life-threatening.



He did some stretches and breathing exercises while he waited, limbering up for the day.



It wasn’t long, a few minutes at most, before Mualani and Kachina returned from the tent. Kachina was put together, her eyes were wide and bright, and she carried a brush in her hand. She was so excited that she skipped back over to the shark to sit herself down, hands primly in her lap and shoulders squared.



Mualani settled herself on her knees, reached around to take the brush from Kachina, and got to work.



Kinich pretended like he wasn’t watching, and continued his stretches well past what he really needed to feel sufficiently ready.


 


When the pair were both done with their work, Mualani sported two lop-sided braids that kept her long hair off the ground, and Kachina was bouncing around the site, occasionally touching at her hair. The girl was in the best mood he’d yet seen from her.


 


 


It was just past noon when Kinich found what he was looking for. He’d been tracking the boar all morning, and he could tell Kachina was growing impatient. There was only so much focus that someone of her age could keep, and she was starting to slip. She kept a strong face, but he could tell she was lagging and wanted to rest.



Despite her waning energy, though, she was a quick study. She absorbed everything he said like a sponge, and he had no doubt that she’d be able to regurgitate any and all of the lessons he was teaching her today.



For the last hour or so, he’d had her in the lead, following along beside her and making sure things went smoothly. Occasionally, he turned back to Mualani and asked her a question relevant to their tracking, and found that she had also been paying close attention. Close enough attention, even, to catch a mistake that Kachina made before he could speak up to correct her.



He shushed everyone as they rounded a bend in the trail. They were following a well-worn path now, and it was clear that it was used regularly by the animals in the area. They all crept slowly forward, as silent as they could be as they made their approach. 



He wasn’t used to hunting like this, tracking an animal and killing it outright. He’d been relying on planning and traps for years now. If they lost the kill though, it wouldn’t be a great loss. The goal for the day was to teach Kachina how to follow a trail and she was doing well. It would be a success either way, though having fresh meat for dinner would be its own reward.



Earlier in the day, he prepped them on the dangers of boar hunting. He was certain these were facts that Mualani already knew, but she still listened to him seriously.



Boars were potentially deadly, yet the risk matched the reward. If one spotted you, it was likely to turn aggressive and continue charging at you with its tusks until you were dead. To make up for the dangers, the beasts had a lot of meat on them, and he’d found he could eat for days, or even longer, if he prepared the meat properly. 



They’d been his main source of income growing up. Anything he didn’t eat or didn’t know how to use could be sold at the market for a fair price.


 


When they were within an acceptable distance, he quietly motioned for Kachina’s spear. She carried it with two hands in a tight, nervous grip. He would do this part, and Kachina could help with the aftermath. It was her first time with this, and she was ultimately a gentle creature.



Kinich held her spear for a moment to get a good feel for it. He wasn’t as experienced with throwing them as he’d like, but it would have to do. Kachina watched him with determination, but he could also feel Mualani’s gaze on him from behind. 



He closed his eyes and took a deep slow breath.



When he opened them again, he hefted the spear over his shoulder, and took a running leap forward. On his first step the boar was turning to scramble away, and on his second he launched the spear.



The animal’s mad dash to escape death ruined his aim, and the weapon instead stuck itself in the creature’s back half, right in the shoulder of its back leg. It squealed an awful piercing sound and attempted to limp away. It didn’t get far, however before collapsing and starting to trash.



“Its hurt!” Kachina called with worry, starting to run forward. 



“Wait,” Mualani said, grabbed her firmly by the shoulders.



At the same time Kinich said, “Stop. It’s dangerous.” and held an arm out that wasn’t needed.



“But it’s suffering!” Kachina said. She had tears in her eyes now, “Papa says we’re supposed to keep them from hurting too much.”



Kinich pulled his knife from its sheath and stalked forward, “I’m going to, but it’s dangerous right now. We don’t want to hurt it more than we need to, but we also don’t want it to hurt us. Watch me.”



He winced as he got closer, the boar’s panicked sounds were loud and high pitched. Everything else in the area would be scared away, but that wasn’t what he needed to worry about right now. He wasn’t hunting any more today after this.



The boar was losing blood fast, coming out in massive spurts that grew weaker by the second. He thanked the Wayob that he’d at least hit a major artery. His first kill like this had taken hours. It was only maybe a minute more before the poor beast didn’t have the energy to struggle anymore and he moved in to finish it off. 



The forest fell silent except for Kachina’s gentle sniffles. 



He waited another moment, just to be sure, and motioned to Mualani that it was safe to come forward.



The woman bent down to speak gently into Kachina’s ears, before hobbling over with the girl attached to her thigh.



Kinich knew what was happening when Mualani gently prised Kachina away and went down on both knees, instructing Kachina to follow suit. 



“Let’s thank the boar for its sacrifice,” she said.



“Mmhm,” Kachina sniffled.



He’d never done this before, feeling like there was little need. If he was killed and eaten by a predator out in the mountains, he’d hardly expect them to stop and think about the life he’d lived. That just wasn’t how nature worked. He still knew the words by heart, though.



While not taboo, it was against tradition for Mualani to lead the prayer given that she’d had no part in the kill. Regardless of tribal traditions though, still followed along and echoed the words with Kachina as Mualani said the rites.



With that task done, Kinich stood up and brandished his knife again, “I can tidy up here if you two want to find a good spot to set up camp and clean yourselves off.”



Kinich almost did a double take when it was Kachina that responded, blowing him away yet again.



“No.” she sniffled dryly, “I’ll help. The boar died for me, and I want to see this through.”



He wouldn’t ever be the one to question her determination or initiative, so he simply nodded his head and warned her.



“It’s going to smell bad.”



“Okay,” She said.



So he instructed her on how to prepare the boar. How to properly clean it, and what each of its parts could be used for. She didn’t cry again, and kept a serious and attentive face the entire time.






3. Chapter 3




Mualani left to find a campsite about halfway through the task of cleaning the boar, and there was no friendly chatter as they silently made their way over to where he figured she’d set them up. He carried as much of the carcass with him as was salvageable, but nearly half of it had to be buried due to the spear puncturing the creature’s intestines. Still, what they had was more than enough to feast.



He found the camp easily. Mualani had a fire going, and the tent was already set up.



She spotted them immediately and ran over, stopping just shy of giving Kachina a hug. She rested a tentative hand on her shoulder instead, making a bit of a face.



“How are you doing?” she asked.



Kachina sounded exhausted, “I’m feeling better. I’m sorry I cried earlier, I just-” She sniffled, “

Oh I’m doing it again

- I just thought about Ayo and what I’d do if he got hurt. It made me sad.”



Mualani gave her a couple of friendly pats, “It’s okay to be sad. Ayo is an important family member, and it’s proof that you treasure him.”



Kachina bit her lower lip and nodded her head with an 

mhmm, 

closing her eyes to will the tears away again.



After a moment’s passing, Kachina looked back up again and said, “I’m all icky.” 



Mualani burst into a laugh, because Kachina was indeed gross. Kinich was dirty too, but Kachina was much smaller than him and so she’d had to get so much more hands-on. Elbow deep for him was about shoulder deep for her.



“Let’s get you cleaned up. Just a moment though. I need to help Mr. Kinich get this set up first.”



He hefted the carcass, “I can get started on my own. Go help Kachina.”



“Right-o” she saluted him, and led Kachina away.



There was a stream nearby, just within hearing distance. He couldn’t make out their words, but it was a steady backdrop of conversation to the sounds of the forest. Kinich let the tension bleed out of his shoulders as his posture sagged. Alone, if only for a fleeting moment.



He took that moment to compose himself and set about getting the meat on the fire. Mualani left a small pile of sharpened sticks just out of reach of the flames. They were stripped of bark and smoothed as straight as possible.



It was easy to set up a makeshift spit for the meat, though how well he’d be able to control it was suspect. It’d get the job done, though he never claimed to be a particularly skilled cook.


 


Soon enough, he had the pig over the fire and Mualani was skipping back wearing nothing but a towel. Her hair was still dripping. Kachina followed behind a bit slower, fully dressed and mostly dried. The younger girl carried her old clothes in a wet bundle away from her body. She proceeded to reach up onto her tiptoes and place individual pieces along the ends of the tent’s support beams- perhaps for drying.



Mualani bounced over to him, “I can take over now if you want to freshen up.”



He glanced at her, “I have a handle on it if you want to get dressed first.”



“I’ll dress once I’m dry,” she said, “I’m good for now.”



He sighed. 



That wasn’t the point.


“The spit’s not the best, so just turn it a little every minute or so.”

 She nodded and took over for him, ‘Got it. Take your time and relax a bit, the water’s nice. Not too cold.”


Kinich walked off towards the stream without another word. He didn’t have a change of clothing, nor did he pack any soaps, so he would simply scrub everything as clean as possible and squeeze the moisture out. Sitting by the fire would do the rest.


 


 


When Kinich returned, he set a bundle of blue and white clothing he’d found by the stream on a log near to the fire and settled in as close to the heat as he could tolerate.



Mualani, a bit better dressed now than before, looked down at his delivery, then over to him with crinkled eyes, “Thanks. Don’t burn yourself.”



He grunted, “I’ll be fine.”



This was hardly his first time doing this, and it wouldn’t be the last. At least the ground beneath him was dry this time. A small blessing when his clothes clung to him so uncomfortably. 



Mualani cranked the boar a few degrees around and then sat next to him, pulling her legs up to her chest and resting her cheek on her knees to look at him askew.



“You know…” She started, “Kachina’s taking a nap now- if you were worried about that, of course. It won’t hurt anyone if you want to take a few layers off and dry your clothes without being all wet while you do it. I won’t judge!”



Of course she wouldn’t. She was sitting practically in her underthings as it was. 



“I’m fine.”



“I promise I won’t touch you- or your clothes or anything,” she said.



He shook his head, but didn’t say anything else. Mualani blew a raspberry and got up to turn the pig again.



It wasn’t that it would be more convenient, rather it was just that anything could happen. It was impossible to be prepared for everything. He didn’t feel particularly nervous that this couple would steal his clothing or anything of the like, just that he never knew what could happen. They could be run out of camp and then he’d be forced to rough it like he hadn’t since he was a child wearing his own homemade skins and using a dangerous piece of obsidian he’d smashed into a makeshift cutting edge.



It would be better for everyone’s safety if he remained vigilant, especially when the party he was protecting chose to relax. Someone had to do it.



Mualani sat back down again with a small, relaxed sigh. She spread her legs out and leaned back with her hands in the grass behind her.



Kinich took the moment to savor the peaceful quiet, but it was never to remain, given Mualani’s propensity for chatter.



Mualani asked, “Do you know how to braid?”



He did. He often made his own rope. Though he suspected she meant hair rather than rope.



He eyed her with suspicion, “I do.”



He could see her eyes light up at his response, and she fell forward to place her hands on the ground in front of her. 



“Once my hair’s dry, want to braid it? I can…” She was hesitant, “do your hair too,” She said- and her voice was small.



He didn’t have much hair to maintain. It wasn’t exactly that his hair was too short for a brush (Though he definitely wouldn’t be able to get much of a braid), rather he simply didn’t see the need to care for it. His hair was fine as is.



It was hardly an even trade. He’d watched Kachina brush and braid her hair and it was an involved process compared to what would be required of his own head.



He must have made a face because she was quick to change angles, “

Ooor

 I could tell you a story while you do my hair instead? I don’t need to brush yours or anything.”



Still hardly a fair trade. The labor involved between the two acts was completely different. But. But, there was just something compelling about the idea that made him want to accept any way. Something that told him the value of the experience would be more than just the numerical exchange of labor.



There would be value in the act, and value in Mualani’s words. Something intangible, like a little book about a cricket.



Kinich stood up to turn the spit. He heard the subtle hiss of air pulling through teeth behind him.



He spoke as he adjusted the boar and added a log to the fire, “I wouldn’t mind, but I’m no good with hair. It might hurt.”



She laughed a little, as if he’d told a joke, “That’s fine. I’ve got a strong head, so I doubt you could do any real damage.”



That said, he heard a shuffling sound behind him and turned to see her unraveling her hair from the towel it was wrapped up in. It was much too long for her to just sit there with it though, given how much of it would be resting in the grass, so she pulled her long hair over her shoulders and fanned it out in front of the fire. 



He hummed a non-response and turned the spit like it probably should be done. It was a bit of a laborious process.



“It’ll be done in a few,” she said.



“We’ve got at least an hour before the meat’s done,”



“My hair, silly,” she chuckled.



He turned away from her to hide his red-faced grimace. His voice would surely waver if he were to respond, so he said nothing more and kept his teeth clenched. 



But Mualani caught on anyway, “Are you blushing?” She giggled, “No way haha, you look like you’ll pop!”



He shrunk down a little, small as he already was, and took a second to compose himself. A few deep breaths were enough to calm his heart, but they did nothing for the pained look on his face or the color in his cheeks. He hoped everything would just go away for a moment.



Alas while the world is cruel, Mualani was not. She dropped the subject with a sigh that sounded almost fond, before moving on to something else.



“I’ve got the perfect story for you when we sit down. Let me go grab my brush from the tent. Be right back,” she said, walking off.



She was only away for a moment, but he used the opportunity to clap himself on the face and close his eyes. He willed the color away from his cheeks. When Mualani tiptoed back out of the tent he was as normal. 



She stepped over to the log she’d set earlier, tentatively set herself down, and pulled all of her hair from over her shoulders to down her back.



Kinich stepped up behind her, and went down on his knees, “Instruct me.”



“Well just- brush. You can start by making sure everything’s in order and there aren’t any knots. If you’re worried about hurting me then you can hold my hair above the spot you’re brushing and it helps with the pulling. 

Oh 

also, start from the ends and work towards my head. It’s easier that way.”



He hummed a single note as he brought the soft-bristled brush against a fistful of her long hair, and Mualani immediately started in on her story.



It was a simple story from her childhood. Mualani didn’t like milk when she was young, and even as she’d grown up she merely tolerated it. The story was supposed to be about a childhood blunder, a life lesson about what she’d learned, but once Mualani got to talking about Atea her voice grew warm and fond.



Kinich was content to gently pull the brush through her hair as Mualani reminisced about Atea. Atea, who was an aunt to her and many others. Who fought bravely against the encroaching Abyss, and who scolded her for spilling milk in a hot spring. There was something soothing about the simple motion of brush on hair.



He found an odd sort of peace there for an endless moment, slowly working his way up to her head. It was entirely accidental, though inevitable, for him to occasionally brush his hands against her back. Each bout of contact brought with it a sort of shock sending him shying away just slightly. His hands felt pleasantly warm as he ran them through the silk of her hair. To Kinich, it felt as if he could be there all day, given the opportunity. Sadly, though, this was a task he’d been put up to, and he had a goal in mind. Getting to the roots of her hair came with it an odd sort of release.



“Okay,” He said to get himself back on track, and Mualani paused her story, letting out a pleased sigh, “Now what?”



“Here,” She handed him a small leather cord, “You’ll braid my hair and then tie it at the end. Make sure it’s real loose or I’ll get a headache. It’s just to keep my hair in place so it doesn’t tangle or break.”



“Right.”



His first pull was too tight, he could tell immediately on account of Mualani’s subtle gasp. He was quick to disentangle and try again, giving himself much more room. After he started on it in earnest, Mualani was quick to relax, and she wasn’t even telling a story any more, just sitting in rare silence.



This was the quick and easy part, though, and soon he was finished. Mualani sported the evidence of his efforts, standing up and spinning around a bit on the ball of one foot. She shook her head back and forth in silly rapid movements.



He stood up from the ground, feeling the slight ache in his knees.



Then, she looked at him with her hands on her hips and said, “Looks good. Not bad for a first timer though, eh?”



He shrugged, looked aside, “I already know how to braid, just never done hair before.”



Mualani yet again reached out, aiming to rest a hand on his shoulder, before aborting to tuck a few loose strands of hair behind her ear. He no longer flinched at these half-actions of hers. Even just a day or so saw him growing used to her habits- almost comfortable with them. Almost. 



Before they could continue, though, Kinich went about turning the boar over the fire. It was probably going to be overdone on one side, but slightly burnt or dry meat was hardly something to fuss over. It would sustain them all the same.



He’d eat the worse parts, he decided. It was his fault, after all, having grown absorbed in Mualani’s distractions.



Meat set for a little longer, Kinich stepped over to the log Mualani had previously been perched upon and sat down in front of it. He made quick, practiced movements to untie his bandana and let loose his wild hair. He shook his head a bit, letting his dark locks fall into natural place.



When the guide did not approach, he leaned back across the log to look upside down at her. Mualani squinted in confusion.



“Well?” Kinich asked.



“Well what?” she tilted her head, though after a moment he saw a giddy light enter her eyes, “Your hair? Can I?”



Kinich grumbled, “Fair is fair. I brushed your hair, and now you do mine. Not sure why you’d want to though. Nothing practical about it.”



He wasn’t sure about the sound that next came from her mouth, if it was a giggle or a cackle or just some form of gibberish, but it was full of excitement. It warmed him from his very center, making something deep within him flutter with nerves.



“Okay okay okay,

 phwoo

. Just- sit forward for a second and I’ll take a seat,” He did as Mualani said, “Alright now you’re a bit far away. Can you scoot back some so I can reach you better.”



He was already rethinking this. The urge to get up and make some distance tickled the back of his mind and made the hairs on his neck stand on end. He’d had her at his back before, but there was always the promise of safe distance. Always the promise that he could look behind if he needed to- that he’d hear anything coming.



He would be at her mercy.



Kinich had to rationalize it for himself, and he had been for a few minutes now. Mualani wouldn’t do anything to him, she’d had every availability to do so for the past day and then some. He’d slept near her.



For all intents and purposes, he was in no more danger around her now than any other time he’d sat by the fire today. 



It was too late to back out now. He’d already agreed to it and invited her over. It was a commitment now.



With a shaky breath, Kinich lifted himself up and scooted backwards until he met the slightly scratchy surface of the log. He did not flinch as he felt Mualani’s bare legs enclosing on either side of him. He did not. 



He heard the gentle scrape of the brush’s bristles as Mualani ran her hand through them.



Then, she said something he’d never heard before with a serious tone that was not her normal, “I’m going to be touching your head and shoulders with my hands as well.”



He next spoke with some level of urgent annoyance, 

why couldn’t they just get this over with?




“

Fine.

 Are you going to start any time soon?”



“Hold your Koholasaurs,” She laughed, “I’m getting there. Just figuring out the best angle of attack. How do you normally do your hair?”



“I don’t.”



She tapped the top of his head with the hard edge of the brush, “Well we’re gonna have to fix that then. You’ve got plenty of hair to style, though I admit I do appreciate the windswept look already.”




And what was 


that


 supposed to mean?




“I’ll take your word for it,” He said almost robotically.



There was another impossibly long eternity before she touched him again, and when she did, it was with a hand on his shoulder. Every sense in his body was hyper-focused on that point of contact. Mualani let her hand linger there, pushing down with a light pressure.



“You’ve got your shoulders up to your ears, Kinich. Relax, I don’t bite.”



With Mualani’s gentle ease, he slowly let his shoulders down until they were set almost normal. For all that the action was a force of his will, it seemed to make Mualani happy, who immediately started in on his hair.



She quickly brushed his hair straight, and where before his wild locks swept whatever way they desired, his bangs now fell over his eyes and obscured his vision. It was over that quick. Thirty seconds of work at most, and only a few tugs to get out a tangle.



Kinich moved to get up, “See. Not much to do with my hair.”



He froze as she tutted, “Ah ah, I’m just getting started. I was getting a feel for how long your hair is, and it looks like you’ve got plenty. Lean back here, did you think I was just going to straighten your hair out and be done with it?”



Kinich slowly leaned back into her, “Yes?”



Mualani chuckled, “Oh no. I’m gonna fix your hair up nicely. Y’know a lot of people would be jealous of your hair. It’s so thick, and just a little wavy at the ends. It’s nice.”



He couldn’t help the shiver that ran its course over his entire body when she brought her fingers through his hair, pressing firmly with the pads of her digits against his scalp. He let out a sigh, closing his eyes in an odd sort of enjoyment of the feeling.



“I think this is counterproductive,” He said.



“Is it?”



“You’re… not really-” she scratched through his hair with her fingernails, “This doesn’t feel like you’re styling my hair.”



“That’s cuz I’m not,” She said, not stopping, “I’ll get to it in a little, don’t worry.”



He tried to be grumpy about it, but the sound that left him was more like a groan, and there was no recovering from that. He’d embarrassed himself in front of her far too much today.



“Feels good?” She asked.



“Sure.”



“Thought so.”


 


 


When Kachina awoke from her nap to the late afternoon sun beating down, she pulled herself up from the ground with what was surely a heroic show of effort to make her way out of the tent. She pulled the heavy flaps to the side, grumbling a little bit to herself as she took her first step across the grass.



Then, she froze.



She rubbed at her eyes. 



She looked a second time.



Kinich sat between Mualani’s legs leaning back such that his head was pressed into her stomach and he was resting his cheek at the spot where her thigh met her hip. His eyes were closed in something close to a peaceful expression.



Mualani had one hand on his shoulder, and the other in his hair, slowly petting forward to smooth out the strands. She nearly startled at Kachina’s arrival and brought one hand up into a shushing motion and pointing at the boar on the spit.



It took the young girl a moment to walk over, but then her eyes went wide and startled when she realized that part of their meal was starting to char on the bottom. She let out an involuntary gasp and rushed over to laboriously turn the spit.



Mualani let out a sigh when Kinich startled forward, scrambling away from her grasp and looking around with wide, wild eyes. It took a moment for him to realize there was no danger, and another for him to flop onto his back and rest an arm over his eyes.



Damage already done, Kachina spoke with immense sorrow, “The meat’s burned.”



Notes for the Chapter:
Final camping chapter. I had a lot more to say on this than I thought I was going to, and it kinda got bloated when I was writing. Can’t say I’m upset though, because I had a lot of fun thinking about the hair brushing scene in particular.

This part’s done now, and on to the next!






4. Chapter 4



Kinich fell into a bit of a routine for the rest of their little camping trip.

Kachina was a fastidious student, despite her age. She had a fire going on the second try, and while she wasn’t tall enough to put the tent together every day on her own, Mualani made sure that Kachina instructed her through each step she couldn’t do because of her height.

In the mornings he woke up and dragged Kachina out of bed to do some stretching exercises. Walking all day was hard on the body and could leave sore muscles when you weren’t used to it. Mualani was always a little bit slow to wake, even when he disturbed her slumber, so he used that time to show Kachina what he looked for when he circled the camp.

Then, Mualani would wake up and sit on the log for a while. Sometimes she would sing, and sometimes she would hum. They would put together an itinerary for the day, tasks ranging from fulfilling Kachina’s desire to pet a friendly Yumkasaur to trap making. Kinich was a master of animal behavior and traps, and it was here that his knowledge was best shown. 

Even petting a Yumkasaur was a learning experience for Kachina, and he used her motivation in meeting a friendly one to show her how to watch out for signs of aggression. Saurians were wild animals, and their temperaments matched the range displayed by humans. Some of them were happy and friendly, and some of them were violent and aggressive. Spotting these differences would some day save her life, he was sure.

The middle of the day was taken up by their activities, whether it was trap making, Yumkasaur hugging, or boar hunting. Traveling with two inexperienced hunters meant their success rate was low, but they did manage to bring down a second boar over the course of the week. He stood by, offering instruction where it was needed as Kachina did most of the work of cleaning the meat this time. Mualani stuck around and let Kachina talk herself through the task.

Sometimes there wasn’t any plan for the day, as Mualani valued the spirit of spontaneity. Every day was an adventure for her, and sometimes she just wanted them to wander so she could see the sights and find more places to take tourists. He still tried to teach Kachina on those days, pointing out plants to her and what was safe to eat.

The late afternoons and evenings were all about decompression. Mualani liked to turn in early if there were no pressing tasks, and so they often returned to camp as the heat of the day really set in. Decompression could mean a lot of things, and Mualani wasn’t fussed about definitions. She would often leave camp to go swimming in the nearby stream, returning each time with a blinding smile and maybe a fish or two that she caught by hand.

Mualani built a sort of tradition for them out of the late evenings. A tradition that gave him no end of grief. Still though, she walked up to him after dinner every night with a brush, and he surrendered himself to her hands every time. He resolved to not fall asleep again, no matter how relaxed she made him feel.

He didn’t win every time.

 

Now, the trip was over. He was confident that Kachina had a solid base from which to spring from, though she was hardly a master. She surely knew enough to live for a couple of days if she was trapped out in the wilderness alone, though her long term success was suspect.

He parted ways with the pair in  Huitztlan .

Mualani still, thankfully, avoided touching him outside of Designated Times, but little Kachina knew no such boundaries and crushed herself into him with a hug upon their parting. While he was not more prepared for this than the first time she hugged him, he liked to think he reacted better, giving her a pat on the head.

Kinich watched them go down the trail, and wondered if Mualani would stop by again on her way back home. It was a tad out of the way, sure, but there was something in him that hoped for it all the same. He gave himself a mental slap upside the head, just thinking about it.

Even if she were to stop through to see him, there was little guarantee that he’d be around. He only came into town to pick up commissions and conduct trade, and she had no way of knowing where he lived.

He considered his ticket. The voucher for a week at Mualani’s recommended  Meztli  inn. Good until the end of the year.

Thankfully good until the end of the year. The busy season was coming. Summer. People from all over Teyvat would be traveling for the Summer season, and many of them made their way to Natlan. There would be visitors from Sumeru and Fontaine especially, and they would come with heavy pockets and plenty of work.

Beyond the lucrative opportunity to gain, visiting  Meztli  during the Summer sounded awful. He would rather die than brave the crowds of tourists. It was already bad enough in the off-season. Even just the number of new faces around his home would be enough to render him grumpy.

He could visit the inn and get his boots later then, he decided. He had trust that Mualani would hold to her end of the deal. He’d taken a good measure of her character over their week out in the mountains.

With his mind sorted, Kinich set out for his home down the mountain. He would take a day of rest to sort his mind and prepare for any upcoming hunts and the occasional courier service he still provided.

 


 

Kinich stood on the edges of the room at the adventurer’s guild as the team was debriefed. Their group today consisted of a strong mix of foreigners and  Huitztlan  treasure hunters. There was even a guide from  Meztli . Kinich had felt a short burst of some sort of excitement when he’d heard that their team would contain a guide. He had not seen his favored guide for weeks.


 It could have been Mualani. 


But it wasn’t.

(How grateful he would be in retrospect, given the outcome of this particular adventure).

The goal of this expedition was a recently rediscovered set of ruins. The adventurer who discovered the ruins reported the discovery to the Adventurer’s Guild via letter, with the now missing man reporting on the location and description of the ruins. Nobody had heard from him in two months.

And beyond the initial missing individual, it was reported that several other expeditionary teams had attempted to explore the ruins. None returned.

Those two months were the allotted time that, per Guild policy, meant the guild would assemble a team to go and ascertain what happened to their missing members. The goal was to retrieve any remains they could, should the targets be found dead. There was a secondary objective of exploring the ruins as well, though given the severity of the number missing they were being advised to avoid danger.

After the mission debrief, one of the other members of the team hailing from  Huitztlan  approached him and shook his hand. The brief contact had him remembering warmer times.

“Kinich, right?” the man said.

“I am Kinich.”

The man smiled and gave him an uncomfortable pat against the shoulder that made him take a step away.

“It’s good to meet you, brother. To think I’d be partnering up with the famous Saurian Hunter for this commission. That puts my mind at ease! With such excellent talent among our group, we’re certain to succeed.”

Kinich nodded, “The Wayob will be watching over us.”

The man laughed, “Indeed, Indeed. Excuse me though, I’m going to go greet everyone else.”

The man waved as he made his round, though Kinich did not return the favor. A simple nod of acknowledgement was enough.

 


 

It took three days from the Stadium to reach their destination.

 

Kinich looked up at the ruin with some level of perturbation. It jutted out from the cliff face, the entrance standing two or so stories up the sheer rock. They’d have to do some climbing to get there, but he had a feeling that that would be the least of their difficulties.

At the base of the cliff, under the ruins, was a massive pile of rubble. Gigantic boulders and piles of dust, dirt, and debris littered the area. It was the evidence of the recent earthquake which unearthed these dangerous ruins.

It was the man who’d introduced himself to Kinich that took charge. He hefted a grappling hook in one hand and eyed the distance. With a strong throwing arm, it was probably the easiest way to scale the cliff. Rope climbing, rope swinging, and even rappelling were all skills many in the  Huitztlan tribe possessed.

The third try yielded successful results. The man’s aim was true and the hook’s grip was firm, catching on something attached to the small platform outside the entrance. He tried it a few times with his weight before deeming it safe enough.

“Remember now! One at a time, and make sure to give it a good test when you take your turn. I’ll try and secure the hook better once I’m at the top, so give me a minute before anyone else makes the climb.”

The man showed his skill, as a climber at least, by scrambling up the rope almost as quick as Kinich himself was known to do, and Kinich was well known for how fast he was when it came to all manner of traversal. 

Kinich took his turn next, and scaled the rope twice as quick, just because he could.

Below him he heard the people cheer and jeer:

“Show off!” someone said.

“There’s our mountain monkey!” called someone else.

There was a round of laughter, some of it more confused than others as the foreigners joined in.

He was used to such name-calling though he knew his tribesmen down below no longer meant such things maliciously. It had never bothered him when he was a child, and now as an adult they sounded more fond than angry. They were no longer his bullies.

Kinich took the offered hand of the leader, and hoisted himself up onto the small platform.

He took a cursory look around, “There isn’t much space up here. We’ll have to file into the ruins if we want to make room.”

The man nodded, “Yeah. Don’t like the idea of it. Going in one at a time sounds dangerous.”

Kinich stepped back to allow room for the next climber, “Then I’ll wait until someone else comes up and we can go in as a pair. You stay here.”

“Right.”

It was one of the foreigners who climbed up next. She had a healthy sheen of sweat on her forehead. She laid herself out on the stone for a moment and caught her breath.

The leader gave a wry smile, “Not used to climbing, eh?”

She shook her head and let out a near-breathless, “Not rope climbing.”

He laughed and gave her knee a pat, “Well nothing like hands-on learning, right?”

The woman sighed, and rolled to stand up, “Indeed.”

“Come on,” Kinich told her, “We’re going in first. There’s not much space up here so we’re going to go in pairs.”

He didn’t tell her anything like “watch your step,” or “be careful.” She was an experienced adventurer and should do those things automatically.

Just looking into the shadowy entrance of the ruins sent a chill down his spine. It was as if all sunlight was swallowed up, leaving a blank wall of darkness just inside. There was surely magic afoot, and not of any friendly kind.

Kinich took caution as he stepped inside, and it felt as if he was walking through a foamy bubble with how thick the air at the entrance was. He pushed past it, and the world fell into complete darkness.

Behind him, his companion let out a gasp, and he knew that she’d followed him in.

He turned around and could not see her, though he could hear her panicked breathing. He could not see the entrance, and when he walked to where it should have been he simply found more empty space.

He brushed past the foreigner and she let out a shriek.

“Be calm,” he said, “the worst thing we can do right now is to panic and waste air.”

No telling if they were in an enclosed space now. Perhaps they’d been teleported.

She gasped, “I know. I know. I’m just not so good with the dark. Once we’ve got a torch going I’ll be fine.”

“No torches till we figure out if we’re closed in,” He warned. He wasn’t even sure if normal light could penetrate this magical darkness anyway.

“Damn,” She groaned, “Can I hold on to your arm, or your shoulder- or- or something?”

The idea made him want to spring away into the darkness. He did not know her, and he could not see her. But practicality won out. Their primary goal was to remain together and return alive with news.

He reached out to find her hand, and placed it on his shoulder himself. Her grip was tight, though that wasn’t the reason for his invisible wince.

“Keep a hand on either shoulder,” He instructed, “And nowhere else. I don’t want unnecessary touch and I may need both hands.”

“Thank you,” she said.

“I’m going to shout now,” he said, waited a second, then, “If you can hear me out there, don’t come in!” He called.

He said it twice more, as loud as he could.

To no avail, as not long after another pair stepped through the door and into the darkness. Their footsteps clacked on the stone.

“This is Kinich. Identify yourselves or be struck down!” he called.

The footsteps stopped, and by the sound of them, they were about as far away as he should have been when he first stepped into the blank chamber. Some kind of illusion, then?

The two adventurers stated their name and rank, then, “Seems we’re stuck here then?” one of them said.

“Seems so,” Kinich sighed, “I’m assuming you couldn’t hear me shouting from outside?”

“Nope.”

“We should… wait until everyone’s regrouped inside then,” The foreigner holding his shoulder said. “We can talk strategy then.”

They all agreed.

The next pair to enter the darkness was actually a trio, for there were seven of them in total. Kinich reissued his commands for identification and performed a headcount.

Then came the strategy. The room was dark, impossibly so. There was some sort of leyline disorder affecting the area, or maybe the Abyss was simply leaking through because the Wayob had not needed to protect this place for a devastatingly long time.

If it was the former, they would need to exercise caution and locate the source of the disorder. If it was the latter, then they would prepare for the worst, etch as much of a will as they could into whatever surface that they could find, and kill the beasts that would surely soon spawn from the nether.

Their first order of business was to derive a method that would allow them to avoid separation in the darkness. The solution: rope. It was a strategy that people from  Huitztlan  would use when climbing a mountain as a group. If one person fell, then everyone else could catch them.

This way, they could remain as a group while attempting to find anything at all.

It did not last long.

Kinich was second in line on the rope. The leader had been at the front, and he was simply no longer there. The cord had pulled tight for a second, before the sound of the threads being sheared though rang out.

Right as he raised his voice to call out a warning, shouts erupted from behind. Shouts, and the deep growling that came with the rift beasts. This was when Kinich knew that they were under attack in the darkness. He would need all the mobility he could get. 

With a swift motion, Kinich severed the rope keeping him attached to the group with his knife before shoving the blade back into its sheath as quickly as possible. Then, he drew his claymore and listened.

There was no time for hesitation when the Abyss was on the attack. Every sound could be the enemy, and determining friend from foe was nearly impossible. There was a trade off here. He could continue fighting where he was and risk friendly fire, or he could make his distance from his allies and fight freely. 

The choice was obvious.

He steeled himself and took the plunge into utter isolation, blinding swinging his claymore ahead of him and catching the edge of his blade on the carapace of a wolf. His sword was sharp enough, and his arm strong enough though, that when he let out a grunt and pushed forth with effort he was able to sever straight through the abomination.

The air grew thick and corrupt as the dust of Abyssal monsters permeated. Each breath slowed his movements and dulled his senses, though oddly enough it was almost like he was making out faint shapes in the darkness.

First, he saw a faint blurring, and struck true into an enemy. Then, he recognized the outline of silhouettes all around him, further adding to his killing precision.

Another swipe of his blade, another monster dead, and the room grew just a bit brighter. By now, he was certain they had the upper hand. If he could see again, then hopefully that meant the others could as well. Each death eased the darkness and soon he was making out the shine of eyes, then faint colors, and finally intricate details. 

 The adventurers stood alone in an empty stone room when all was said and done. Each and every one of them sported at least minor injuries. Kinich regained his breath and counted them up again.

Six.

The one who had been acting as their leader was nowhere to be found, and near the center of the room was a dark smear of blood. Kinich did not envy the man for whatever fate awaited him in the strange dimension the wolves called home. At that point, being ripped to shreds would be a blessing.

The entrance was open now, and bright sunlight poured in like a long shadow.

“I’m not staying here,” The foreigner who’d held his shoulder said, “Good luck to you all,” and then she left out of sight.

He would neither blame her, nor begrudge her freedom. Every adventurer should know their limits, and for some their life was not to be weighed on the scales.

Kinich sighed and closed his eyes in recognition for their dead companion. There wasn’t a body to collect, nor were there any possessions to return to the man’s family. The remains of their party all took that brief moment to honor the warrior for his sacrifice, but then it was time to move on.

He held a suspicion that there would be no bodies, or other such remains, deeper in the ruins. The Abyssal corruption at the entrance was too entrenched for it to have just suddenly appeared. All signs pointed to this very room as being the final resting place for every single adventurer who’d yet made the attempt at the ruins.

Kinich turned to the other four of their team and spoke, “We should head deeper. Step light and keep your eyes out. No telling what we’ll find ahead.”

Kinich was not, and never would be, a leader. He didn’t have it in him for the long-term. Too exhausting. He wasn’t charismatic enough for that, and any respect he had from his compatriots was simply due to his skill. Despite that, though, he was a good decision maker.  An organized party was an efficient party, so if doling out orders would get things done and there was nobody else to do it, then he would have to step in. Their chances of survival were greater if they were working in tandem, regardless of  who  was making the calls.

He observed the rest of the group and how they looked at him. There was determination in all of their eyes. There probably wasn’t a single body to recover, but they were all here to conquer these ruins regardless. It was sure to be a wealthy endeavor.

 


 

It was just Kinich left at the bottom of the ruins. He wasn’t sure how deep he’d gone, but he’d been underground for long enough that he’d slept once. 

He’d lost the last member of their crew an hour ago to a trap, the poor fool guide. The other foreigner had been injured early and left on his own, and when one of his  Huitztlan  brothers suffered a broken leg the other carried him out.

Kinich arranged the body of the guide to be picked up on his way back, for delivery to  Meztli . If he did not perish, himself, of course.

What Kinich discovered at the bottom of the ruins was the discovery of a life-time. The most dangerous thing he’d ever seen. 

“I am K’uhul Ajaw,” The creature said in a deep and terrifying voice. It reverberated around the chamber and shook the foundations of the mountain, “I am Fire. The Sovereign Dragon Essence of Pyro.”

Kinich was stunned, shocked, startled, and scared.

More afraid than he’d ever been. 

But he recognized this creature for what it was: an Evil most foul. Not something of the Abyss, but a dangerous monster all the same.

So, he did not let slip his emotions, and met the monster with a blank face of resolve.

The chamber at the bottom was lit with fire. Fire of two kinds. Ajaw was ephemeral, like a glowing green presence at the fringes of the room- almost as if there were an invisible barrier between Ajaw and the center where Kinich sat. 

The barrier that prevented this monster from striking out at him and doing as it would was one made of flames. While the dragon’s energetic body was made of green flames, it carried with it a set of chains burning like that of the Sacred Flame. If Kinich watched carefully and observed the beast’s movement, then he could witness the tugging of the chains on its body.

“Do you like power, mortal?” the creature asked him. The force of its voice was such that Kinich was disoriented for a moment.

This was going to be a headache, literally. He squeezed his hands into fists and took a breath to center himself.

“What kind of power?” He asked.

The swirling morass of Ajaw seemed to shift, and though there were no eyes for him to look at, it seemed as if he was being watched from every angle. He’d felt this feeling before, the feeling of being hunted, but this creature was no immediate danger to him if it had been trapped here for thousands of years and still could not break free.

“What do you want it to be?” The monster said, “Do you want money? Fame? Sex? Do you wish to burn your enemies to molten dust? I can even make it so your body does not age.”

This was clearly a trap, Kinich knew. He wasn’t stupid. 

But still, he considered the implications of the set of ruins being open for all. He’d disabled many of the traps, triggered others, and killed all the monsters inside. If he left now, then it would be easy for some random imbecile to come in and fall for this beast’s wiles. 

Fame did not always come with fortune, and while he liked money quite a bit, he wondered at how much power this being really had. It would surely exact a price. Perhaps freedom from its shackles, though Kinich doubted his ability to destroy the Sacred Flame.

“ You  can give me this power, then?” Kinich asked. 

“Of course I can!” Ajaw boomed, “For I am K’uhul Ajaw, the Almighty Dragonlord!”

Kinich reasoned, “Surely you wouldn’t do this just out of the goodness of your heart? You must want something in return for such a gift.”

“ Pah,”  Ajaw spat, causing Kinich’s ears to ring, “Gift shmift. It would be but a trifle. If you wish to speak of remuneration for my power, then we may do so afterwards.”

Kinich straightened his back and dug in for a long negotiation, “No. We’re going to sort this out now. I do want your power,” He said, thinking about this creature’s personality, “but I don’t want you to go without your justly deserved return.”

From there, the debate began.








Kinich spent two days from then, sitting in front of Ajaw and rewriting the terms of their unbreakable contract. Restricting what the dragon could do to him also restricted what he got from the dragon, but there would be a happy medium: a solution that would leave them both satisfied.

What the dragon wanted was simple. Freedom. To see the sun again and walk the world anew. In order to do this, he needed a vessel within which to reside. The trick was getting the monster to agree to favorable conditions. K’uhul Ajaw was a prideful, impatient thing, and did not wish to waste much time.

At least, that is what he said. On the contrary, Kinich knew that Ajaw was happy to debate with him for eternity. Their negotiations were circular, and the dragon was trying to wear him down. Patience was its virtue. Thousands of years imprisoned would do that, Kinich supposed.

In the end, they had their terms: Kinich would gain power and assistance from Ajaw. Ajaw would obey commands and not do harm unless ordered to by Kinich. Ajaw could not do anything, or make any decisions, that would intentionally (Or with any hope) put Kinich in harm’s way without an order from Kinich. It was a million small things, though Kinich would not see the majority of the dragon’s power. In exchange, Ajaw would take limited freedom for now (bound to Kinich), and upon Kinich’s death he would assume control of the resulting body.

This long discussion and resulting deal was what taught Kinich the meaning of value. He saw here, for the very first time, what making a trade was really all about. A deal was all about what you were willing to give up, and what you got in return for your sacrifice.

With their deal struck, and the bracelet firmly stuck to his wrist, Kinich walked out of the cursed chamber with a small Suarian-looking creature in tow. 

He issued his first order to his new companion, “Ajaw, up ahead there will be the body of one of my companions. Carry it out of ruins, and do not cause any further damage to the body.”

Ajaw was quick to complain, and there was nothing Kinich could do about that since Ajaw had added a clause that gave him room to complain.

“ Uugh , I will say it again. My name is K’uhul Ajaw, The Almighty Dragonlord. Do remember it, mortal,” He spoke now with a squeakish voice not unlike that of a child.

Despite his complaints, Ajaw was still bound to service, and a task as simple as carrying a bit of extra weight was well within the bounds of their deal.




