
1. Chapter 1

Author’s Note:
      If Hoyo didn’t want me to write about young Kinich, they shouldn’t have gone so hard on his character stories, it’s not my fault, really.

This ended up being a lot longer than I anticipated, but I really wanted this up for Kinich’s birthday, so… Happy Birthday, Kinich! Have some trauma!

Part 2 will be the actual developing friendship portion, and Part 3 will be an epilogue. That’s the plan, anyway…

    


    
    So, Papa’s dead.

It doesn’t really hit Kinich until after he’s already laid out Papa’s table setting, his chipped ceramic plate and cup. He stands there for a while, not sure what to do. Papa has rules (don’t be loud, don’t be messy, don’t be stupid, bring me another drink you lazy piece of shit — ), and he’s never afraid of reminding Kinich of them often and loudly, but Papa’s dead now, so.

Kinich quietly puts the table setting away and makes breakfast for one. He cooks the egg over-easy (the way Papa liked it), then some grated potatoes and leafy greens (the way Mama made it). It’s a little burnt on the edges, which would have made Papa mad, but Papa’s dead now, so Kinich eats it.

He washes the dishes. He weeds Mama’s garden. He cleans Papa’s grappling gun. He cooks dinner.

It doesn’t really occur to him, then or in the future, that he should probably seek out a responsible adult, mostly because he doesn’t know any. Papa had been barely able to look after himself, despite all his grandstanding as the breadwinner; Mama, though more self-sufficient, was meek and submissive up until the moment she couldn’t take it anymore. The only other model Kinich has is the Huitztlan wilds, and a flammabomb tree doesn’t care if you fall out of it and break your neck; the manchineel berries don’t care if you know they’re poisonous or not.

He’s on his own.

He doesn’t really keep track of the days, but it’s not long before he gets his first visitor. He says his name is Venin, and he’s from Fontaine. Kinich has never met an outlander before, but decides quickly that he must be an idiot, because his clothes are shiny (the wild boars would see him coming from a mile away) and his shoes are made of fine leather and brass (they look hard to clean mud off of, and they’d be ruined if he so much as stepped in a puddle).

Venin’s looking for Papa, because he’s owed a debt, and Kinich helpfully informs him, “He’s dead.”

Venin asks about Mama next. “She’s gone,” Kinich says. “I dunno when she’ll be back.”

“I see,” Venin says. “It must be hard living out here all by yourself.”

“I guess,” he says. He’s just doing all the same stuff he did when Papa was around, only he’s not getting yelled at and beat up all the time.

“I’d hate to leave a child out here alone,” Venin says. “Maybe you’d like to come back to my campsite? Eat some food? Sleep by the fire?”

“You want to help me?” Kinich asks.

“Of course.” (His eyes glitter with shadow — or maybe it’s a trick of the light.) “Who wouldn’t want to help someone in need?”

Venin’s campsite is lavish. All the tents are sturdy canvas, and when Kinich peaks inside one, it’s completely furnished, with a feather-stuffed cot and sleek pillows and sheets. Venin gives him a bar of perfumed soap to go wash off with in a basin (I insist, he says), and lets him eat until he’s stuffed (I insist, he says), and after that, really, it’s too late for Kinich to walk back home all by himself, so he should stay the night (I insist, he says). Kinich agrees, because there are more dangerous things than wild game lurking in the dark, and all he has is the boning knife in his pocket.

Venin takes him to his tent. “Now,” he says, “let’s discuss payment.”

The tiny hairs on Kinich’s arms stand on end. “What… What do you mean?”

“Don’t tell me you thought all that was free,” Venin scoffs. “Nothing’s free in this world of ours.”

Venin stands between him and the tent’s entrance, but Kinich tries to make a break for it anyway. Venin grabs him by the arm, tight enough to bruise, and yanks him back. Kinich tries twisting away, then dropping his weight, but Venin holds onto him like he has all the strength of a ragdoll.

“Stop struggling,” he says. “You’ll just make things worse for yourself.”

Kinich unsheathes the boning knife in his pocket, swinging wildly. Faster than a man his size should be able to move, Venin snatches his other wrist. Kinich switches tactics, kneeing him in the crotch, and he strikes something soft. Venin grunts but holds fast, shoving him onto his cot and climbing on top of him. He’s strong, much stronger than Kinich, strong enough that he can pin both his wrists down with one hand.

Venin strokes his hair like Mama used to. Kinich tries kicking him but can’t find the leverage, bile rising in his throat while he’s petted like an animal.

“You’re a pretty thing, aren’t you,” Venin says. “A little wild, but luckily for you, I have a talent for taming savages.”

Kinich bites his hand, draws blood. Venin cries out. A bolt of adrenaline somehow gives Kinich the strength to slip away. He tries to run, but Venin grabs his ankle and yanks him back, sending him crashing to the ground. He’s on top again before Kinich can crawl away, pinning him facedown in the dirt with his body.

“So spirited,” he purrs. “Will you cry when I make you bleed? Will you be so resistant after I fuck all your little holes? Will you miss me after I break you in and sell you off?”

Sell. The word washes over him like ice water. Kinich flings his head backward, hears and feels the crack of Venin’s nose breaking. He jerks away with a cry, and an instant later, he grabs a fistful of Kinich’s hair and slams his head against the ground. Pain explodes in the back of his eyes. Hands wrap around his throat, cutting off his breath, and he instinctively claws at them, digging his fingers underneath to try to gasp for air, but the grip is too tight.

The tent spins in black and white flurries. There’s blood in his mouth, dripping into his eyes. His heels scrabble in the dirt. His train of thought is sloppy and disorganized, his strength rapidly waning.

Something pokes at his leg and he realizes, with no small horror, exactly what Venin wants in payment. Kinich doesn’t have the vocabulary for it, but he knows what it is — he’s seen it before, when Papa would push Mama down to the floor or on the bed and hike her skirt up and make her wail while Kinich watched from his hiding place, a single eye pressed to the rickety seam of the kitchen cabinet.

His courage shrivels. Panic sets in. There’s no light in Venin’s eyes — only darkness, cruelty. Enjoying the struggle, the tears. He feels small, four and five and six and seven years old and used to taking a hit or two, hot breath reeking of alcohol puffing against his face.

(If you don’t like it, Papa used to say, why don’t you just — )

( — do something about it.)

With all his remaining strength, Kinich spits on him.

It hits Venin in the eye, and he cries out, releasing Kinich’s neck to wipe it away. Air floods Kinich’s lungs. He sputters and retches. His vision turns white. He thinks he throws up a little. He’s not sure.

He claws blindly at the dirt, trying to all but vault across the tent in an effort to get away, but Venin drops his weight, trapping him in place, and even though Kinich has never believed in miracles, because miracles are for children whose fathers don’t lose themselves at the bottom of a bottle and whose mothers don’t run away and leave them behind, it’s nothing short of one when his fingertips brush against the boning knife he’d dropped.

Venin doesn’t see it coming. With a battle cry, Kinich lashes out, swiping the blade across his face. Venin screams, and curses him, but Kinich doesn’t stay and listen.

He’s outside the camp by the time Venin finishes screaming for his head. His company gives chase, and even though Kinich is smaller and slower, he knows every nook and cranny of these woods, all the game trails, the best climbing trees. He lays under a short rocky outcrop in a shallow gully, flat on his stomach, barely breathing as they bring out the torches, the hunting dogs.

They give up at dawn. Kinich doesn’t dare move until high noon. There’s blood in his hair, dried vomit on his chin, a ring of bruises around his neck. His shirt’s torn. His hands won’t stop shaking. The world spins. He feels sick.

Eventually, he pulls himself together enough to walk back home and pack a bag. Venin knows where he lives. It’s annoying waking up with bugs in his hair, but it’s better than waking up with hands around his neck.

(Venin’s right about one thing, though: nothing ever comes free. Lesson learned.)



Kinich starts taking Saurian hunting commissions young, young enough that it raises more than a few eyebrows. It’s a dishonorable profession, and so it attracts a rough crowd, but that suits Kinich just fine so long as he gets paid.

(He can see it on their faces — how many times has he faced down someone bigger and stronger, who eyes him up and down with a sly little smirk like he’s easy prey?)

“Hey, Kinich,” the boss of one of those hunting groups says, draping an arm over his shoulders like they’re buddies. “You got a permission slip from your mommy that says you’re old enough to do a grownup job?”

He grits his teeth behind his placid expression. “No.”

Something so small and devoid of feeling isn’t what the boss had been hoping for; she sighs. “C’mon, don’t give me that look,” she whines. “Kids these days are really something else.”

With those words, she leans sideways down to Kinich’s eye level.

“Tell me,” the boss says with a twinge of sorrow, “you’re really not even the least bit choked up about all this? You’re what, fifteen, sixteen? And already running with a bunch of brutes like us? All my nieces and nephews your age still think they’re gonna be famous heroes someday.”

“You’re the one who’s paying me.” He shifts away from her, looking at her from the corner of his eye. “If you’re so worried about what your family thinks, maybe consider a career change.”

“You’re a vicious little shit,” she says with delight, breaking her pretend sympathy when she realizes Kinich isn’t going to play along. “Maybe you’re cut out for this after all.”

(He doesn’t get the job done by being the biggest thug, but by being the sharpest knife, whetting his blade where no one can see.)

A week later, the boss and her company are all dead, and Kinich’s new traveling companion is their killer.

“You know,” Ajaw says, “you don’t seem all that broken up about your friends dying.”

“They weren’t my friends,” Kinich says. “We were just on the same job.”

“So you aren’t even gonna, like, swear vengeance or anything? Bo - ring! You’re so boring, Kinich!” Ajaw blows a raspberry. “Do you even care about anything besides mora?”



When Kinich agrees to train Kachina, he doesn’t have much of an opinion of her one way or the other. She’s not really his client (client by proxy, maybe) — that’s Mualani, who’s paying him out of pocket and has given him strict orders to not mention his asking price or that she told him about the bullies.

So when Kachina shows up the first day with her dominant arm in a sling, not quite looking him in the eye (easy prey, Kinich thinks), he does his best to accommodate her, first and foremost by sending Ajaw away with the promise of extra juice for dinner. Instead of self-defense, like he’d originally planned on, they walk down one of the roads connecting their respective tribes and he points out things of interest and their different uses.

“Most people eat the kernels from grainfruit and throw away the rest,” Kinich tells her, “but you can brew the leaves in tea and make an antipyretic. And if you dry the flowers and grind them into a powder, you can use it as an antiseptic.”

“Wow,” Kachina says, placing their small harvest in her bag. “I didn’t know that.”

“Not many people do,” he shrugs. He’d learned it from a grainfruit merchant who used to buy Kinich’s harvest, before he abandoned the garden for more financially lucrative jobs.

She hums. “Who taught you all this stuff?”

“If you wanna know, it’ll cost you extra,” he tells her.

Bizarrely, she laughs like he’s told a joke.

Mualani checks in on them, nodding in approval at Kinich and cooing over Kachina’s arm. “Those assholes!” she says. “Kachina, I really wish you’d tell me what happened.”

“Like I said, I just fell off the Turbo Twirly,” she says, looking a little embarrassed.

(I fell, Kinich’s mother used to say, I’m so clumsy, I’m so sorry…)

Mualani accepts this with a smile, but she’s an optimist, not an idiot. When she goes, Kinich hears her mutter under her breath: I’ll beat the snot out of those guys…

The second week, Kachina comes prepared with information of her own.

“Uncle Pacal told me once about the legend of the grainfruit,” she says, launching into a tale about a priest who sowed teeth into the ground and watered them with his own blood. Kinich has heard it before from Elder Leik, who insisted he have a ‘proper Huitztlan education,’ but he still listens politely.

“Oh! And,” she says, “the sling comes off next week, so we can start really training!” She looks a little contrite. “I’m, um, really sorry about that.”

He’s getting paid for his time either way, so it’s no skin off his back. “It’s fine,” he says.

There’s a stilted pause, like Kachina’s waiting for him to ask her a question, but he can’t think of one. Instead, he launches into a monologue about the different medicinal uses of cacahuatl while Kachina nods along. As time goes on, Kachina becomes more and more agitated, shifting back and forth on her feet, eyes darting from side to side. Kinich ignores it.

Finally she says it. “Um! So! Mualani says it’s your birthday today!”

“…Yeah.” (He’d forgotten it was coming up. More immediately, he’d like to know how in the world Mualani knew it was his birthday.)

“Um! So! Happy birthday! It’s from me and Mualani!” She takes something out of her bag and holds it out to him at arms’ length. “Oh no…”

It’s a tiny box — or it was, before it had been crushed in her backpack. Kachina looks so upset, more upset that he’s ever seen her, and he is not socially equipped to handle this shit.

“I can’t take that,” is the first thing that blurts out of his mouth. (Nothing’s free.)

This, obviously, is not the correct response. “R — right,” Kachina says, “I can get another one — ”

Nope, nope, nope. That’s even worse. (Nothing’s free.) “It’s fine,” Kinich says, accepting the box. He’s so busy running calculations in his mind, weighing pros and cons and mora and favors (nothing’s free), he almost misses the way Kachina’s blinking back tears.

“I, um, have to go home now!” Kachina says, whirling around and all but running away.

Kinich watches her go, a little dumbstruck. Some indeterminate amount of time later, he peaks inside the box. There’s three chocolate truffles, two of them smooshed to the side and the other one crushed.

He snaps it closed, inexplicably furious. It’s the first birthday gift he’s gotten in ten years, and it’s from a pair of girls he barely knows. He lets Ajaw eat them all, stuffing his cheeks like a greedy chipmunk before swallowing them whole.

  



2. Chapter 2

Notes for the Chapter:No, your eyes do not deceive you… the chapter count went up… This was supposed to be a oneshot lol.




    
    Kinich lives on his own for more than a year before Elder Leik tries putting him up in the village’s orphanage, run by a kindly middle aged woman who’s a veteran caregiver and sympathetic to Kinich’s circumstances. There’s warm food, the adults coax, and warm clothes, and a warm bed. They even try to bribe him: If you want to earn your keep, there’s plenty of chores to go around. (Nothing’s free.)

It quickly becomes obvious Kinich is not like the other orphans. In the Canopy, children are precious, aware of the cost of the war against the Abyss but insulated from the direct trauma of it. They still cry for their parents, have baby fat on their cheeks; at eight, Kinich already knows not to waste his tears, all whipcord muscle and lean limbs and thick calluses on his heels and palms and knuckles. Someone tries to steal off his plate, and he knocks out two of their baby teeth; he hides food inside his mattress, and attracts a colony of rats; he overreacts when startled, and his first instinct when he’s grabbed from behind is attack. Any pity he’s garnered quickly turns into apprehension, irritation, frustration.

Eventually, Kinich gets tired of everyone telling him he’s not being a good boy (because he’s mean, terrible, horrible, ungrateful, arrogant, disrespectful, all the different words for bad, bad, bad), so he does the logical thing and leaves. Why stick around when it’s obvious no one wants him there? What’s the point? But it’s an almost daily occurrence that Elder Leik sends someone to track him down and drag him back, kicking and screaming and slung over a shoulder like an unruly sack of potatoes.

“I hate you!” Kinich tells Elder Leik when he’s finally dumped at his feet. They’re words he learned from Papa, the meanest ones he knows, meaner than bitch and fuck and cunt.

But every time, Elder Leik just sighs and says, “We can’t keep going on like this.”

They end up compromising: Kinich can come and go as he pleases, but until he’s deemed “old enough,” he has to tell someone where he’s headed, and he has to be back by dark, and he has to sleep with a roof over his head, and — worst of all — he has to eat two meals a day with Elder Leik. But Kinich knows the cost of freedom (nothing’s free), and it’s a fair trade, so he begrudgingly agrees.

(Sometimes, he thinks he might hate Elder Leik for trying to bring him back into the fold of the Scions of the Canopy. There was never a Kinich before there was broken dishware and empty bottles; he doesn’t remember a time before his guts ached and his bones hurt. It’s easier to hate Elder Leik for forcing his care upon him than it is to hate Mama and Papa for the bruises, the broken fingers, the hole in his stomach that’s slowly being filled.)

“That boy’s a menace.” Elder Trinidad tells Elder Leik while Kinich listens from the garden, tucked underneath an open window. “You’re going to run yourself into an early grave chasing him down.”

“He’ll come around,” Elder Leik says. “He has a good heart. He just needs someone to show him the way.”

Elder Trinidad scoffs. “What he needs is a good belting.”



Nowadays, Kinich looks after Elder Leik’s garden once a month. The elder usually tends to it on his own, but he’s getting on in years, so Kinich comes around to take care of the heavy lifting. He used to do it every day, when he was younger (a tactic, he’s realized, to keep him from wandering too far from the village), but he’s prorated his fee to accommodate the fewer visits. He has the sinking suspicion that Elder Leik probably would have paid for the entire month if he asked even though it wouldn’t have been anywhere near a fair deal; that was just how he was.

As usual, Elder Leik talks him into staying for lunch, and Kinich pays him back by cleaning the kitchen while Ajaw snoozes on the windowsill. He washes the dishes, dries them, puts them away. Wipes the tables. Sweeps the floor. Reorganizes the drawers. Cleans out the icebox. Sweeps the floor again.

“Kinich.” Elder Leik closes his book, sensing his anxiety. “A mora for your thoughts?”

He means it figuratively, not literally – Elder Leik just thinks he’s being funny. Kinich usually does charge for his thoughts (how he prices his commissions, mainly), and usually doesn’t hesitate to remind Elder Leik of that, but he finds himself pausing. The elder understands intrinsically how people work, and Kinich has sought his counsel more than once on how to deal with them. It’s not how he usually operates, but he has to begrudgingly admit that it’s a fair trade – Kinich gives up a bit of information, and he receives a bit of advice in return.

So he settles in across from Elder Leik and tells him his dilemma – how a client and a client-by-proxy gave him a birthday gift, and he accepted it (he shouldn’t have, but something in Kachina’s heartbroken expression made him feel like he’d swallowed a tin of live bait), and he’s not really sure how to proceed. The elder listens attentively, nodding along as Kinich gives him the essential details.

When he’s finished, Elder Leik leans back in his seat. “Perhaps they find your time valuable.”

Kinich shakes his head. “We’ve already negotiated a fair price.”

“Then perhaps,” he says slowly, like he’s choosing his words very carefully, “it’s your company that’s valuable.”

Kinich’s mouth presses into a thin line. “What’s the difference?”

“These girls are around your age, correct?”

“Yeah.”

“And you’ve been spending a lot of time with them?”

“Not really.”

Elder Leik hums. “It sounds to me like they want to be friends.”

Kinich squints at him. That can’t be right. Mualani has an ancient name and vision, and is slated to win a spot in the Night Warden Wars this year; she’s the People of the Springs’s golden girl. Kachina’s less formed around her edges, struggling to live up to her potential and the expectations placed upon her. These are not people who go out of their way to befriend someone who once claimed he’d become a hero so he could make lots of mora. He’s been coolly professional, all business; he can’t think of a single thing he’s done to warrant a gesture of friendship.

(If they want to be his friend, Kinich will owe them something in return. Nothing’s free.)

Ajaw groans, stretching like a cat. “Ugh. If you keep talking about the power of friendship, I’ll vomit.”

Kinich closes his eyes. “Ajaw.”

“I’m serious! All this touchy-feely crap is giving me hives!”



“Kinich! Hey, Kinich!”

“What’s she doing here?” Ajaw grumbles while Mualani bounds up the road.

“She lives here,” Kinich reminds Ajaw, who scoffs.

“I knew that, servant!”

It only takes a few moments for Mualani to reach them – she has on traveling clothes and sturdy boots, a bag slung over one shoulder. “How are you guys doing? Didja come to the Springs for business or pleasure?”

“Work.”

If the shortness of his answer bothers her, she doesn’t show it. “Cool! You heading out?”

“Yeah.”

“Where are you going?”

“The Canopy.” (So many questions…)

“Really? I’m heading the same way! We can totally go together!”

Kinich doesn’t really have a reason to turn her down – they’re traveling down the same road in the same direction, after all – so it’s decided. Mualani grins and sticks out her hand for him to shake, like they’re setting off on a voyage into parts unknown where the challenges they face will forge their bond into that of True Companions. Kinich just looks at her hand, then back to her. He doesn’t shake it.

Mualani’s grin falters. She takes her hand back.

She says her business is in the Echoes – something about sharks and surfboards that Kinich only half listens to. That’s generally how things go: Mualani asks Kinich questions – where he’s going, where he’s from, where he learned to fight, what living in the Canopy is like, and so on and so on. When he answers with something curt and vague, she’ll respond, then connect it to some tangentially-related story.

What should have been a six hour walk takes the whole day. Mualani wanders off the beaten path after everything that catches her eye, which sometimes results in treasure and sometimes results in getting lost. She stops and chats with just about everyone they pass, loose and casual and familiar, and usually helps them out in some way. (It makes him wonder – doesn’t she know that friendliness can be faked? Doesn’t she know that the world may not respond in kind? How can she manage to be so unabashedly friendly and open knowing how it leaves her open to hurt?)

As they approach Coatepec Mountain, Mualani becomes quieter.

“Hey,” she says, “Kachina told me what happened with the present.”

He turns to face her. (Here it comes.)

“Sorry if we made you uncomfortable.”

(Huh?)

“I mean…” Mualani looks a little abashed. “If I got a present from a client at my shop, it would be kinda weird. But I was thinking, since we know each other and all… I should have at least asked first.”

Kinich isn’t used to being apologized to – not sincerely, and especially not for something as insignificant as this. He’s not really sure how to respond.

“Yeah,” he says like an idiot. Because yeah is exactly not what you say when someone gives you a heartfelt apology. “I mean. Thank you.”

“But!” Mualani says, pointing an accusing finger at his face. “If you make Kachina cry again, you’re gonna get it!”

“Fair enough.”

She doesn’t say anything else. Kinich feels disoriented, and kind of wants her to.

So he speaks instead. “You know, if you trust everyone you meet, you’ll get stabbed in the back.”

Mualani grins broadly, like there are no troubles in the world. “I don’t really see what’s so bad about that. If getting stabbed’s the price I pay for doing some good, then I guess I’ll just have to pay it.”

Kinich rolls his eyes. Then, slowly, haltingly, like his voice doesn’t want him to open up: “…My father used to buy treats for my birthday.”

Mualani blinks. “Your dad?”

Kinich nods, swallowing past the lump in his throat. (Sometimes he can still taste powdered sugar and chocolate cake on his tongue, perfectly soft and bittersweet. It’s easy to remember his father as the monster under the bed, as a long shadow in a bad dream, but the truth is that he was human. Complicated. Kinich loathed it.)

“I’m sorry,” Mualani says, even though there’s nothing for her to be sorry for. “…You wanna talk about it?”

“Not really.” If he could shove it all in a box and never think about it again, he’d do it in a heartbeat.

Mualani nods and launches into another monologue. “Speaking of birthdays! Ayo’s is coming up – you know, Kachina’s tepetlisaur – and her family always throws a party. You should’ve seen what they did last year…”

(And if Kinich drops his shoulders just the slightest bit, neither one of them says anything one way or the other.)

  



3. Chapter 3

Summary for the Chapter:
            (sweats nervously) I think this is for real the last time the chapter count will go up…

I’m not sure if I’m satisfied with this chapter (I have a really bad cold…), but here you go anyway haha

          


    
    The healer gives Kinich a nasty look when he comes around to see Elder Leik. “You better not have brought more tobacco.”

Kinich shoves his hands in his pockets. “It’s bad for his health.”

That’s enough for her to let him in, even if she makes him leave his bag on the stoop. “You have an hour,” she says, gruff but not unkind. “He needs his rest.”

Elder Leik looks small on the bed, his body skeletal beneath the layers of blankets, his legs as skinny as chicken feet. He still perks up when he sees Kinich, shifting so he can prop up his head on the pillows. After Kinich shuts the door behind him, he asks conspiratorially, “Did you bring them?”

From his pocket, Kinich produces a lighter and a pack of cigarettes; Elder Leik prefers the pipe, but it’s the best Kinich could do on short notice. Ajaw’s made himself scarce, something about having filled his touchy-feely quota, so there’s no one there to rat them out when Elder Leik takes a cigarette and dips it toward the lighter’s flame, casting harsh shadows and lines across his gaunt face. (Kinich thinks bitterly: It’s not like Elder Leik will live long enough for the cigarettes to kill him.) The elder inhales as much smoke as he can, letting it burn through his mouth and throat and lungs, and his expression shifts; first to pain, then relief, his entire body relaxing as he exhales, smoke curling out of his mouth and noise, dissipating out the open window and into the winter night.

“It’s a filthy habit,” he mutters, then brings the cigarette back to his mouth.

(In the aftermath, Kinich’s father used to chain smoke his way through a crumpled pack of cigarettes, his eyes swollen and flat. The smell used to cling to him, sticking in his hair and clothes, and he’d hold Kinich and promise that this time really would be the last time, that he really would change, that things really would get better. He doesn’t remember when he stopped believing him.)

They make polite conversation: Elder Leik asks how he’s been (okay), and if there have been any issues (no), and how his commissions are going (fine).

“And your friends?” he asks.

“They’re not my friends.”

“My mistake,” he indulges, eyes glinting with mischief.

Kinich stares at the tapestry above his bed, annoyed. “They’re clients.”

Leik just looks amused, and maybe a little sad. He’s quiet for a moment, almost contemplative. “You know,” he says, “humanity isn’t built for solitude.”

(Kinich doesn’t flinch, but it’s a near thing; he tenses and freezes, like he’s been caught in the sight of a predator that sees movement instead of color and shape.)

“I worry about you,” Elder Leik mumbles.

Kinich feels oddly defensive. “I get by just fine.”

“There’s a difference between surviving and thriving.”

Is there? Life has taught Kinich that the best way to protect himself is to maintain comfortable anonymity — to be professional but not friendly, to walk with purpose but keep to the shadows. Familiar enough to avoid scrutiny, but distant enough that no one notices his absence. Not to owe any favors, or be owed in return. That he’s lucky for every day of his life he manages to steal.

“It’s hard letting people in after building a fortress around our hearts,” Elder Leik says. “And it’s easier to pretend our wounds don’t change us. That we don’t cut off pieces of ourselves to survive. It’s not a criticism; in my youth, I had to do the same. But what I wouldn’t do to give that back to you. If I ever had a son…”

Elder Leik clears his throat, his eyes limpid and wet. Is he crying? Why is he crying? It feels like everyone around him has tears to shed while Kinich has none to spare.

“I don’t have a lot of regrets,” Elder Leik says, “but I do wish I could have lived long enough to see the man you’ll become.”

He feels betrayed in the strangest way. “…I should go.”

Elder Leik calls after him. “Kinich…”

But he doesn’t stop. He just keeps going.



(A memory surfaces unbidden: I love you, Kinich, his mother used to say, my strange, coldhearted child. Do you love Mama?

I do, he’d say, I love you too, but it must’ve been the wrong answer because one day, he woke up and she was gone.)

After grabbing his bag, Kinich walks aimlessly for a while. Pissed at Elder Leik and maybe at himself, he kicks a rock over the edge of a deck, watching it grind and splinter down the cliffside. His hand brushes against the pack of cigarettes still in his pocket. He chews on his bottom lip.

On a whim, Kinich finds a secluded spot and pulls one out. Making sure he has the cigarette the right way around, he holds it between his teeth while he clicks the lighter with both thumbs. It’s harder than his father and Elder Leik make it look, and it takes him a couple tries, but eventually, he’s able to light up. He sucks in a lungful of smoke, forcing himself to hold it in before coughing it out; when he recovers, he does it again, and it’s a little easier the second time. He’s not sure if it’s enjoyable, doesn’t really see the appeal; with each inhale, his chest and mouth aches and burns, his nose runs, his eyes water. It must be what fire tastes like.

After burning halfway through the cigarette, he can’t stand anymore. He drops it on the ground and grinds it out in the dirt with his heel, dissatisfied, and goes to find Ajaw. Enough moping. There’s work to do.

(That night, Kinich dreams. Torchlight bobs across his vision, leaving bright trails flashing in his eyes. He’s pinned against the dark, bruises blooming like ugly flowers, his bones cracking, his skin bleeding. The fire wants something from him, but he doesn’t know what, doesn’t understand the language it speaks as hot rage drips from its maw. He wakes up hours later, exhausted, overheated, and sick to his stomach.)



“She’s gonna die.”

“Shut up, Ajaw.” Kinich’s hand phases through the phlogiston projection, making it dissolve in a flurry of light, but Ajaw reforms a few moments later.

“How many times do I have to tell you – don’t do that! Maybe I should rearrange your insides and see how you like it – ”

“Um!” Kachina calls down to him. “Kinich! Are you sure about this!”

“You’ll be fine!” he says. “Just don’t let go!”

Kachina looks a little green even from this distance, grappling gun in hand with the hook secured around a tree branch. “Okay! Um, here I go!”

After the Birthday Incident, Kinich had predicted that things would be awkward during Kachina’s training sessions, but by the time the next one rolled around, she must have come to some drastic conclusion; her eyes were dry and she redoubled her efforts. He almost calls her out on it, but reminds himself that this is just business, and it’s not like he’s going to bare his soul in return (or ever, he tells himself very firmly). Besides, it’s been a month since then, far too long to bring up now without revealing how much it still bothers him.

In the present, Kachina finally psyches herself up enough to launch herself off the cliff. She screams the whole way down, her eyes screwed shut. Still, she somehow manages to roll with the momentum and land on her feet; color him impressed.

After a moment, she shivers, stumbling forward; she sinks to her knees and wraps her arms around a tree trunk. “I’m never doing that again,” she wails, her chin wobbling.

Ajaw laughs at her a little cruelly; Kinich ignores him and shoos him away. “But you know you’ll be able to if you have to,” he says. After a moment, he adds, “Good job.”

They break for lunch; Mualani joins them as usual, but when she gets close enough to get a good look at Kinich, she laughs so hard her nose runs. “Archons,” she giggles, “what happened to your hair?!”

He’d been chased by a rogue tepetlisaur and had to flee up a tree; unfortunately, said tree had been diseased, and he’d gotten covered head-to-toe in rotting sap. He’d had to cut the stuff out of his hair, but surely it didn’t look that bad; both Ajaw and Kachina had seen it, and neither one of them said anything. (Then again, Ajaw’s sense of human aesthetic is questionable at best and Kachina is currently refusing to meet his eyes.)

“It’s not that bad,” Kinich says anyway.

“It’s… something,” Kachina says with a wince.

“It really is,” Mualani agrees, then takes pity on him. “Sit down — I’ll try to salvage it.”

“That’s not necessary,” he says, but Mualani’s already pulling out her makeup bag.

“It really is,” she repeats. “It looks like you got mauled by a qucusaur.”

Kinich purses his lips and tries to think of something that sounds less vulnerable than I don’t want you to.

“…Fine,” he says. (What the hell is he doing?)

Mualani settles in behind him. With no small reluctance, Kinich removes his headbands; from this angle, there’s no way Mualani can’t see the silvery scar on his forehead, bisecting his brow and cutting into his hairline, but she doesn’t say anything about it.

Kinich sits stock-still and straight-backed while she works. Mualani is methodical and focused, first brushing his hair out in a way that doesn’t pull on his multitude of tangles, then experimenting with little braids and beads, pulling out her manicure scissors to snip flyaways every now and then. She talks while she braids, and Kachina offers her opinions between bites of her berries and cream sandwich, and Ajaw gripes and moans and needles him about playing dress up with the girls.

(What the hell is he doing? He should put a stop to this immediately. He doesn’t.)

“Ta — da!” Mualani finally says, placing her compact mirror in Kinich’s hand with a flourish. “I think I’ve outdone myself this time.”

The person staring back at him in the mirror is a stranger. Kinich looks like a proper Natlanese boy, with windswept hair and beaded braids, a world away from the wild, ragged thing he was this morning. He touches his cheek to confirm it isn’t an illusion. He’d thought…

(What had he thought?)

“It looks really good!” Kachina encourages.

“What can I say? I’m just that awesome.” Mualani cockily spins the manicure scissors around her pointer finger, only for them to fly off and almost take out her eye. “Ack!”

“Thanks,” Kinich says when his throat unclenches. “I owe you one.”

Mualani rolls her eyes. “No you don’t, silly!” she scolds. “That’s just what friends are for!”

Kinich’s train of thought screeches to a halt.

Kachina says something, and Mualani responds, but he doesn’t hear either one of them as they chitchat like his entire worldview hasn’t been upended. These two — they’re idealistic and friendly and genuinely want to do good in the world, and for some reason, they want to bring him into their tight knit fold. He doesn’t understand. He just doesn’t get it.

(Something in his bones reminds him: He has to protect himself. He has to make a deal. Nothing’s free.)

But maybe he doesn’t have to get it. Mualani throws an arm around Kinich’s shoulders, and links an arm with Kachina’s, and she drags them to the Echoes, ranting about this new popup food stall she’s been dying to try —

(Elder Leik’s words come to mind: It’s hard letting people in after building a fortress around our hearts.)

— And really, he has no choice but to follow.



Kinich sees the job notice three days later.

It’s freshly posted on the Saurian hunting board, and the glue still tacky; it’s not the first hit for a Saurian companion he’s seen, and it won’t be the last. It reads: Ayo (Tepitlisaur).

(“This is Ayo!” Kachina tells him, her arms around the tepitlisaur’s neck. “Don’t give him too many treats, even if he gives you sad eyes! He’s on a diet!”)

He tears the notice down and stuffs it in his pocket. Kinich doesn’t get angry very often, but when he does, he burns.

  



4. Chapter 4

Summary for the Chapter:
            (sighs and deletes projected chapter count) 🤡

Warning for minor character death and some unhealthy coping mechanisms.

Also: If you wanna yell about Kinilani, I’m @azelrusty on Twitter (X? idk man)

          


    
    When he’s on commission, this is how Kinich allocates his time and energy: seventy percent goes into research and fact-finding, ten percent goes into committing to a decision, and twenty percent goes into execution.

First: research and fact-finding. The Saurian hunting job boards are usually posted anonymously (because it’s dishonorable work all around), but there’s always a bookie who keeps track of commissions and debts.

“So all you have to do is distract him while I look through the ledger,” Kinich explains to Ajaw.

“And what do I, the great K’uhul Ajaw, get out of it?” he demands. “Nothing! Absolutely nothing! Zilch! Nada! Zip!”

“I’ll double your juice for a week.” Kinich sweetens the deal: “And I’ll get those bagels you like.” They’re expensive, artisanal or organic or something; Kinich doesn’t see the appeal, but Ajaw demands only the best and bemoans any mora-pinching forced upon him.

“Ugh. Fine.”

When the bookie sees them coming, his face drops. “Oh,” he says, “it’s you.”

“YES, it is I, the ALMIGHTY Dragonlord, K’UHUL AJAW!” he announces with a cackle, as if anyone in the immediate vicinity isn’t well aware of exactly who Ajaw is. “TREMBLE before my MIGHT!”

“You’re scaring the customers,” the bookie says. There are no customers.

(Silently, Kinich jumps the counter while the man’s back is turned and thumbs through the ledger. Yesterday’s jobs, yesterday’s jobs…)

“EXCELLENT!” Ajaw proclaims. “Then they will KNEEL for ME, the ALMIGHTY DRAGONLORD! BOW your HEAD and KISS my FEET! CRAWL on your STOMACH and PROSTRATE yourself before my DIVINITY!”

He launches into a monologue, and honestly, it’s a little over the top, even for Ajaw. But it gets the job done, and Kinich only gives it half of his attention when he finds the page he’s looking for and jots down the information instead.

“Please leave,” the bookie says. “I’m begging you.”

“Ajaw,” Kinich says, making his way back to the door. “We’re going.” The bookie is so happy to see them go, he doesn’t question why they were there in the first place.

Next step. Kinich has a name (Tiponi) — now he needs the person it belongs to. This is the trickier part, because he can’t just start asking around; it would tip off his prey. He’ll have to be smarter than that.

In the Echoes, the three biggest organizations are the Saurian Relics Association, the Artisans’ Guild, and the Miners’ Coalition; if Tiponi is a local, he probably has some sort of affiliation with at least one of them, so Kinich goes to the Courier’s Longhouse and picks up three delivery jobs, one for each group. It’s not as efficient as he usually operates, and Michica, the Longhouse’s manager, gives Kinich a look like he knows he’s up to something, but he still signs off on the paperwork without saying a word. En route, Kinich scribbles ATTN: TIPONI on the label of each package.

(And if Kinich doesn’t stop by to see Elder Leik while he’s in town, it’s not because he’s avoiding the old man. He’s just busy is all.)

First, the Saurian Relics Association. They don’t know of a Tiponi, but they shrug it off as a mistake made at the Courier’s Longhouse. But a few of the associates make big eyes at Ajaw, who hisses like a wet cat and reminds Kinich very loudly of their unbreakable contract.

Next, the Artisans’ Guild. There’s no Tiponi there, either, but one of the women behind the counter gives him a look like she’s sizing him up.

“Mavuika,” she says with a smile that’s almost nostalgic. “I’m here visiting Xilonen,” she says like that means anything to him. “I hope we’ll be seeing each other more in the future,” she says like she knows something he doesn’t.

The encounter puts him a little on edge, so he moves on quickly to the Miners’ Coalition. There’s no Tiponi there either.

Kinich returns to the Canopy empty-handed and frustrated. It’s not a complete waste of a day — he got paid the couriers’ wage, after all — but he’s no closer to his goal than he was before.

(What am I doing? he thinks for what isn’t the first time. What is he doing, sticking his nose where it doesn’t belong? It’s none of his business what goes on in Kachina’s life. It’s not like…)

He’s still sorting out his thoughts when he makes his way to Elder Leik’s home. The windows are dark; the door is unlocked. His hair stands on end; he breaks out in a cold sweat.

(They should’ve had time. The healers had said there wasn’t much, but there was enough. It had only been a couple days. He should’ve had time. He should’ve…)

Kinich enters. It’s dark inside. His own breathing sounds loud to his own ears. Even the silence is loud, like static and white noise roaring in his ears.

Ajaw says something; Kinich doesn’t hear it. He walks toward Elder Leik’s bedroom on unsteady feet, like he’s being pulled forward by some invisible, inescapable force, like gravity or fate.

The room is empty. The bed is stripped down to the mattress. There’s no one else in the house. Kinich is alone.

(Kinich is alone.)



Kinich walks.

It takes a while before the treeline starts to give way to something more familiar; the tree stump he used to climb, the gully where his mother taught him how to fish, the cliff where his father died. The split in the trail is overgrown, with weeds and moss growing between the cobblestones. The house itself is a ruin, a skeletal shell, half-collapsed and picked clean by scavengers.

Kinich doesn’t bother going inside. He doesn’t want to see. Instead, he drops his bag on the stoop, pulls out the cigarettes and lighter, and chain smokes his way through the pack, gritting his teeth through the pain, savoring the burn because it means he doesn’t have to think.

(If I ever had a son… Then what? Then Elder Leik could cut off a piece of Kinich and take it with him when he left. Kinich let him in, and now he has to pay the price. Everyone always leaves. Nothing’s free.)

Sometime after the sun sets, he runs out of cigarettes. He sleeps in the shadow of his childhood home, like he never left at all.



(He has the dream again. He’s chased by a column of fire and glass, its ruby throat breaching the sky and scorching it black. He has to get someone out. He can’t remember who, but he has to do it, has to, before the unthinkable happens.)

“Kinich.”

(He keeps venturing back into the pit, the monster’s teeth spiraling, its jaw clacking greedily for him, and when he grabs hold of someone, they slew apart dark and slick.)

“Kinich!”

He jolts upright, scrambling for the knife he sleeps with and finding nothing. Instead, he raises his fists, his fingernails digging into the meat of his hands as he prepares for a fight to the death.

Mualani holds up her hands in a placating gesture. “Woah, hey.”

He blinks the grit out of his eyes, but doesn’t relax; his teeth set on edge. “What are you doing here?”

She looks a little hurt, and he tells himself he doesn’t care. “You didn’t show up for Kachina’s lessons this morning,” she says like a reasonable person. “I was gonna look for you in the Canopy, but I saw Ajaw moping around, so…” She looks at the ruins of his childhood home. “Um, is this where you live?”

“No,” he says. It’s not a lie. “Take it out of my commission.”

Mualani blinks at him, not following his logic. “Huh?”

“Today’s lesson,” he said. “Take it out of my commission.”

She screws up her face; she actually looks a little offended. “We were worried about you, not the price point!”

He lashes out on instinct. “Why? You’re my client, not my friend.”

She just stares at him. Her color deepens. “You’re being a jerk.”

He pretends it doesn’t hurt him. “Whatever,” he says, brushing past her and making his way down to the gully.

He splashes some water on his face, trying to cool off, both literally and metaphorically. With some distance, he feels a little bad; Mualani’s concern had been genuine. But he’s let her get too deep under his skin, let himself get too caught up in her tempo. It’s time to come back to reality. A clean break is probably the best for everyone involved.

(He feels safe in the knowledge that any affection is conditional, transactionary; because the only other option is that there’s something so fundamentally wrong with him, he must have deserved the abuse.)

Once he’s collected himself, he makes his way back up the gully toward the house. Halfway there, he freezes.

Mualani’s lying on her back on the sill of one of his mother’s garden boxes, gone rotten and gray with time, humming a tune he doesn’t know.

(It’s the first time he turns around and realizes she hasn’t left. It won’t be the last.)

“What are you doing?”

“Watchin’ the clouds,” she responds.

He stares at her, incredulous, thrown completely off his game. She sits up and pats the spot next to her; obediently, he sits.

“I like this place,” she says, taking in the rotting structures.

Kinich raises an eyebrow.

“I’m serious! It’s got good bones! And the scenery’s to die for! Lots of potential!”

Just like that, he’s pulled back in. Because he’s an idiot, Kinich says, “I used to live here.”

“Yeah?” Mualani props her chin up on her hand, genuinely curious. “What was it like?”

He blinks. “…You really wanna know?”

“Yeah! Of course!”

(Kinich has learned that telling the truth didn’t usually work out, so he’d kept some truths inside right up until now. Maybe it’s because he’s kind of been having a bad day, or maybe he’s just tired of being alone, but for the first time in a long time, he thinks about opening up and inviting someone inside, letting some of the ugliness show.)

“…Really? All of it?”

Mualani’s eyes were ruby-bright and twinkling, never straying from his face. “Yeah.”

“…Well, when I was a baby, we lived up in the Canopy…” he begins, speaking detachedly, like he’s reading off a grocery list or relaying the weather. It’s surprisingly easy to talk about, even though he’d never discussed the specifics with anyone, ever. Part of him he tries to keep buried deep wants to impress Mualani, to prove himself worthy of her confidence; another part believes she’ll cast him off as something battered and broken; and another part still is morbidly curious which side will be proven right.

“After my mother left, the drinking got worse…” As he progresses through the years, he finds himself caring less and less than he did at the beginning; speaking about his family’s decline into chaos was simple. In a strange way, it feels good to talk about it without getting angry or upset — it just became what it was, nothing more and nothing less.

“And I’ve been visiting Elder Leik more often since he became ill, but he’s gone now, so.”

For the first time since he started, Mualani speaks. “Gone, as in…”

“Dead,” Kinich confirms.

Overwhelmed with emotion, Mualani initiates an embrace; Kinich freezes on instinct, battling with the urge to push her off and fightfightfight. Her breath is hot on his neck while her face, body, and hands chilled him, clutching him in a breath-stealing hold. “I’m so sorry,” she says thickly. “That — all of that really fucking sucks. You didn’t deserve that. You must miss him so much.”

The dam breaks, first slowly, then all at once; he doesn’t realize he’s weeping until he’s shuddering with heavy, shameful sobs. Slowly, Kinich slides his arms around her, twisting his fingers in the back of her shirt. Latching onto her, like Mualani is the last thing in the world he has to hold on to.

  


