
The Shadows At Our Feet

Author’s Note:
      this is a kinich companion piece to “The Light In Our Eyes”, a fic in which kachina temporarily loses her eyesight following her resurrection! no background knowledge of that fic necessary :)
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    As a blanket rule, Kinich doesn’t cry. He’s never seen the point. At best, he’d be losing valuable water from his system. At worst, the dried salt tracks could attract monsters while he’s asleep. Kinich made up his mind long ago that he would never cry again. He wouldn’t  need  to. He dragged his father’s body out of a ravine without crying. He walked out of the education lodge without crying. He made it to the Night Warden Wars without crying.

And then the Abyss takes on Mualani’s face, and Kinich stumbles.

The creature in front of him smiles with Mualani’s mouth, dragging it into an ugly, smug expression. Kinich stares at it, appalled. Mualani never looks at him like that, with distaste and triumph. Even when she wins their spars, there’s an easy humility to her stance, and a hand immediately extended to help him back up.

But this Mualani looks  right.  It was easy enough to tell that his mother’s face was fake; she’s been dead for ten years, and even if she  were  alive, there was no way she’d look the same as she did in Kinich’s memories. The Abyss had portrayed her as Kinich remembers her, ten years younger with a fast-fading light behind her eyes. But Mualani looks the same as always. She’s fresh in Kinich’s mind—he saw her last week, to practice sparring, and even caught a few glimpses of her during the first phase of the Night Warden Wars. Her face blurs together with the one before him, his vision swimming, and he finds himself wondering if the Mualani in front of him might be real. Maybe she found out they were losing, and followed him down. Maybe, he thinks deliriously, his eyes struggling against the darkness, maybe she will save him.

Before him, Mualani holds out her hand. Kinich blinks a few times. Her expression is back to normal again, a reasonable semblance of a smile. He probably dreamed up that cruel expression. Her hand is outstretched, just like it is after every spar. Kinich reaches out in return.

Mualani takes his hand, smiles at him gently, and stabs him through the heart.

Kinich dies with tears streaming down his face.

***

The arena is loud when he wakes.

He shouldn’t wake at all. He should be dead,  really  dead, because he was the last one standing and he fell. Yet here he is. The cheers and the low hum of the ode of resurrection surround him like an enclosing storm. Kinich tries to shrink back, but the noise is everywhere, cornering him from every direction. His eyes are closed tight, shielding him from the bright sunlight. The sound is closing in, and he doesn’t know how to escape without looking, so he braces himself for the blinding brightness and opens his eyes.

Nothing happens.

Kinich closes his eyes again, then opens them again, slowly. Nothing. No change. Everything is still dark.

“KINICH,” a familiar voice yells, sounding relieved and nasally like she’s got tears streaming down her face. “Kinich, you’re okay, I told you you’d be fine—YOU WON! I’m so proud of you! I’m so fucking proud of you, you have no idea, I’m so happy you’re back—”

Oh, Kinich thinks wryly. He isn’t alive at all.

Two arms loop around his shoulders, holding onto him tightly. Kinich flinches away, and the grip loosens. He waits in silence for the cold touch of a blade, for her hand to grow claws and rip him apart.

“Come on,” Mualani says. “Walk with me. We’ll go to the People of the Springs. We’ll go home.”

Her arm settles around his waist, gentle but present. Kinich feels sick to his stomach at the cruelty of it. He wants to laugh. Of course he didn’t win. He died. Mualani killed him. And now here he is, falling for it again, following the illusion of her even though he knows, from the lack of light in his own eyes, that none of this can be real.

“Kinich?” she asks, fragile. Her voice sounds so real. “Is that okay? Do you want to come with me? I know you’re not usually a party guy, but if you wanted to stay, I’d stay with you. I just don’t want to leave you alone. I was so scared, Kinich, I was  so  scared.”

He was scared too. He  is  scared. She isn’t real. She’s going to kill him again. He wants to believe her so badly.

Kinich takes a shuddering breath and says, “Let’s go.”

Mualani doesn’t say anything. Her arm drops from his waist.

“NO,” Kinich gasps, flinging both his hands out instinctually. They land against something. Maybe her arm. He can’t quite tell from touch alone. “Not yet, please,” he says nonsensically. “I can’t. Not yet. A little longer.”

He knows, objectively, that it won’t do any good to plead with the Abyss. He’s supposed to be reasonable. He’s supposed to weigh and judge and evaluate. But he would get on his knees and beg for a chance at just another few minutes of this.

 I don’t want to die yet,  Kinich tries to say.  I want to go home. Just this once. 

“Oh, Kinich,” she says softly.

Kinich closes his eyes and braces himself for the pain. Instead, Mualani crushes him into a hug, tighter than usual but in no way deadly. It makes something in his chest wilt.

“I don’t want to let go either,” she confesses, with a wet laugh. “I just thought—you usually like to be independent. Is it okay if I hold onto you? You don’t mind?”

Kinich’s eyes feel damp. He smothers his face into her shoulder and nods.

Mualani slides her arm around his waist and holds onto him reassuringly. Kinich stands stock-still, trying his best to savor the contact. It feels so real. The Abyss is good at this. They’ve tricked him before.

He deserves to fall for it, he thinks. One more time. Just one more time, and then he’ll learn.

Mualani’s bright laugh makes him sick to his stomach. “What are you doing, silly? You can’t walk with your eyes closed.”

Just one more time, Kinich tells himself. He opens his eyes—

—Light.

He gapes.

It’s light. He can see light. Blindingly bright. There was no light in the Night Kingdom, only the dull gleam of the water and the faint glow of soulfires.

“What are you doing?” Mualani asks through a laugh. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to look at the sun? It’s too bright. You’ll hurt yourself.”

The sun…?

Kinich blinks a few times. The light doesn’t go away. It’s the sun. He’s out. He’s alive.

“Stop looking,” Mualani says, tapping two fingers against his hip. “Look at me instead. I won’t hurt you.”

Kinich’s heart soars. “You really won’t,” he whispers, his voice rough. “You won’t hurt me.”

“Never.”

Before him, the light melts into the white of her hair. Kinich can’t see anything clearly—can’t even see color, or shapes, or lines—but he can see light, and Mualani is bright against his eyes.

“Okay,” he whispers. “Take me home.”

Mualani steps forward. He steps in sync with the sound of her footfalls. It’s slow going; he can’t see the ground, can’t remember where anything is. But Mualani’s hold on him is strong, and the sound of her feet is consistent, and he knows, instinctually, that she won’t steer him wrong.

They reach the People of the Springs that night. Kinich is exhausted and barely stays upright long enough to drink a few sips of water before his body gives out. Mualani sighs softly, like she’s smiling, and picks him up. “Don’t worry,” she says, shifting his weight. “I’m just taking you to my house. You can rest there, okay? Rest as long as you need. I’ll take care of you.”

 Rest,  Kinich thinks, overwhelmingly relieved. He hasn’t thought of rest in ages. Logically he knows he hasn’t been fighting for that long. It was a relatively short Night Warden War. Sometimes they last a week or more. Kinich was only down there for three days. He got off easy.

Mualani settles him against something soft. A bed, maybe. “Sleep. You need it.”

It occurs to him, briefly, that maybe this is a trick of the Abyss too. They, too, want to put him to sleep. They just don’t want him to wake up.

“I don’t,” Kinich says, trying to lift his head. “I’m fine. I don’t need to sleep.”

Mualani laughs. He can almost see the blue ribbon in her hair. He can almost see the details that make her real. “Of course you do,” she says. “Come on. I’ll wake you up tomorrow.”

“You’ll wake me up?” he rasps, sitting up further. “You promise?”

Stupid question. Promises don’t mean anything. Promises can be broken. No one keeps a promise if there isn’t something in it for them. That’s what contracts are for—a promise with collateral. A promise with insurance. Without it, words are worthless.

“I promise,” says Mualani.

Kinich, against all odds, fully believes her. He falls asleep like that, soft and defenseless and curled up underneath Mualani’s blankets with the faintest light in his eyes.

Just one more time, and then he’ll learn.

***

Kinich sleeps the entire first day away. Mualani occasionally wakes him up and presses glasses of water into his hands and gives him fruits and grilled fish, easy things to digest. He’s so exhausted that he barely remembers to thank her before falling asleep again.

She wasn’t lying, when she said she’d care for him. Although Kinich woke with a shining new dendro vision, he also woke with all of his injuries from the fight. The only one missing is the stab wound through his heart. The wound that killed him has left no trace on his body, not even the faintest mark. His arms are scuffed, his legs are bleeding, his shoulder is burned—but his chest, where the final fatal wound was delivered, is completely bare.

He doesn’t think too hard about this. He can hardly see, let alone  think.  This is no time to be having a crisis. Instead, he sets aside the skepticism, and tries to feel grateful for his life, and thankful toward whatever saved him.

***

On the second morning, Kinich sits up in bed at sunrise, the same time as usual, feeling much improved from the previous day. Mualani has been insistent upon his rest, not letting him so much as lift one leg out of the bed. It’s improved his condition greatly. He glances at the dendro vision sitting on the bedside table and wonders if it has anything to do with his quicker healing. He hasn’t been able to harness any of its powers yet, but perhaps it’s too occupied healing him to respond.

He’s only been awake for a few moments when someone knocks at the door. Kinich sits up straighter, ignoring the slight twinge of pain in his shoulder, and tries to focus his eyes.

This time, when Mualani walks in, he can discern some color. In addition to the light reflecting off her bright hair, he can see the glow of her skin in the morning light, the blue of her skirt silhouetted against the door. “You’re awake!” she cries, rushing over to his side.

Kinich looks at her as best he can. She’s still unclear, a mess of warmth without detail, but he can  see,  and he’s  alive,  and everything is perfect. “Yes,” he says, voice rough from disuse. “I’m awake. Good morning.”

“I’m so glad you’re okay.” Her hand reaches out for his face, and he feels her fingers trace along his cheek. The touch is warm, like she’d dipped her hands in the hot springs for a minute before coming in. It’s thoughtful to warm them before touching him—Mualani always complains about her poor circulation making her hands cold. She must have wanted him to feel comfortable. “How are you feeling? Are you healing?”

Kinich has no idea whether his wounds are healing. He’s used to judging his wounds by sight, cataloguing scarring progress and bleeding and infection risk. “I feel okay,” he says, which is true enough.

Mualani’s other hand reaches up to cup his face too, so that she’s holding him between both her palms. “That’s good,” she says, so soft, so careful, that it almost pains him.

Kinich can’t take any more of this. Her fragile care is making him feel lightheaded, a little dizzy. He has to direct them back to business. “Did you bring me something to eat?”

“Eat?” Mualani asks, sounding vaguely spaced out. “Oh, I brought you water, but no food. Is that okay?”

Kinich frowns slightly. Judging by the light levels, he’s slept since the previous afternoon. Mualani has been insistent on feeding him something every four hours or so. Wouldn’t she bring him a meal after he’s slept for nearly half a day?

“Here.” Mualani removes her hands from his face and hands him a glass. “Drink.”

Kinich drinks.

“More.”

Kinich drinks more.

“The whole glass.”

Kinich drinks the whole glass.

“Good,” says Mualani. She takes back the glass. Her fingers are still warm against his. “You need that to recover from your wounds. Especially the one in your chest—it looks really bad.”

Kinich goes absolutely still.

The thing in front of him is silent. He wants to reach out, to check if its features are really Mualani’s. But he knows the Abyss. He knows that it can make perfect replicas.

“I don’t,” he says quietly, just in case this really is her, “have a wound in my chest.”

“Really?” Mualani asks, sounding surprised. “I could have sworn I saw it.”

Kinich suppresses a shudder at her easy tone. Mualani would never be that flippant about his injuries. “You didn’t,” he says harshly. “There isn’t one.”

Mualani is silent for a while longer. Kinich sits there in bed and wills his eyes to focus, though he knows it won’t do any good. He thinks vaguely of her too-warm hands. Perfectly body-temperature hands. Realistic.  Too  realistic, for someone with her circulation.

Finally, she says, “Do you know what was in that glass?”

Kinich’s blood turns to ice. Water, he tries to say, it was water, but he can’t remember what it tasted like, if it tasted like anything. Did he drink something at all?

“I was going to let  that  finish you off,” she says with a haunting little laugh. “But if you lost my signature over your heart already, I should really do that instead!”

“No,” Kinich pleads, his throat dry and scratchy and uncooperative. “No, please, don’t—not with her face—not like this—”

Something sharp traces against his chest.

Kinich doesn’t think. He throws out his hand in a vain effort to stop it, and by some miracle, green explodes around him. Vines, he realizes, already dazed with pain. His vision has finally acknowledged its new master.

The Abyssal creature before him doesn’t scream. It only makes a soft, agonized sound, and then crumples into nothing. Kinich breathes out, thick with relief, and then he struggles to his feet.

He can’t stay here. He takes the dendro vision and his claymore and sets off toward the east and walks until he reaches a small, nondescript pond by the southern border of the Scions of the Canopy, where his legs give out.

***

On the third day Kinich remembers to summon Ajaw.

“IDIOT!” is the first thing Ajaw says to him. He bonks himself into Kinich’s head. Kinich flinches a little, but doesn’t put him away again. Ajaw draws in a seething breath, then says, “You could have  ruined  my perfectly good vessel. You have to take  care  of this thing for me, you know. Put that in the contract! When you die, you have to be in  good condition.  You think I’d let you waste away?! NEVER! Why did you leave the People of the Springs? You were getting taken care of there!! Where’s the water? Where’s the fucking food? Eat something!”

“I need a favor,” Kinich interrupts him.

Ajaw scoffs. “OH, so now you presume you can ask me for FAVORS! Foolish human, just because you cornered me into a contract doesn’t mean you can get anything you want from me! I may serve you but I am  not  your servant, puny meatbag.”

“Ajaw,” Kinich says quietly. “I’m seeing things.”

Ajaw goes silent.

“I lost my sight when I returned from the Night Kingdom,” Kinich tells him tonelessly, like he’s reporting a mission to the tribe. “In the fight, I experienced extremely vivid hallucinations and was easily deceived. My sight is still faulty. I keep falling prey to illusions.”

A long moment passes. Ajaw, a blob of green and yellow, moves vaguely in his vision. Eventually he says, “Who said I care?”

“Ajaw,” he says, his voice breaking slightly. “I’m going to die if this keeps up.”

“I  want  you to die,” Ajaw snaps, though it’s much weaker than usual. They both heard him in the Night Kingdom, after all. His promise to avenge Kinich’s death, to preserve his legacy and scorn his murderers. That isn’t the sort of thing sworn enemies do for each other.

“Do you?” Kinich says wryly. “I hadn’t noticed.”

For perhaps the first time in their entire partnership, Ajaw doesn’t rise to the bait. Instead, he shrinks a little in midair and says quietly, “You  know  that. You signed the contract.”

Kinich sighs. It won’t do any good to say  please,  not to Ajaw. They’re both too stubborn to admit they need each other. Instead, he says, “I’ll go on hunger strike until you help.”

This does it.

“KINICH!” Ajaw yells, flitting around and turning vaguely orange in front of him. “You can’t do that!! If you waste away and die of starvation, what about me, huh?! What am I supposed to do with a corpse? I’ll be  weak  and  powerless  without a well-maintained body!!”

“I’ll eat if you help.”

Ajaw makes a dramatic show of sighing and grumbling and protesting. Kinich waits patiently for him to get it all out of his system, until at last he says, “FINE. Fine, I’ll look out for you. You have to keep me around, though. You can’t expect me to help if I’m locked up in the wristband all the time.”

Kinich nods.  Thank you,  he thinks. “I’ll throw you around if you get too loud,” he says.

“THROW ME? Like a lowly FRUIT? I think not, you utter buffoon,” says Ajaw.

Oddly enough, it sounds an awful lot like  You’re welcome. 

***

He isn’t strong enough to keep walking, so he finds a suitable river to sit by and settles there, eating grainfruit and quenepa berries. Ajaw produces some dried boar meat and forces him to eat it.

“Where did this come from?” he asks, raising an eyebrow.

Kinich turns red in his periphery and bounces around in midair. “Foolish mortal! I have rations too, you know.”

Kinich takes a cautious bite. The meat tastes the same as always. He looks in what he hopes is Ajaw’s direction. “You don’t eat.”

Ajaw splutters. “WELL! I can’t have a malnourished vessel, can I?! And maybe I just like the smell of food! Eat the fucking meat, you buffoon!”

Kinich smiles to himself. He eats.

He wants to walk more, but Ajaw forbids him from moving, especially with the fresh wound on his chest. It’s shallower than the one that killed him, but still severe enough that it might scar. At Ajaw’s behest, he lies down on the grass and meditates, circulating his newfound elemental energy in an attempt to heal faster. He basks under the pleasant sunshine, and feels at peace. The sunlight is his reminder: he escaped, he lived, he won.

“Sleep already, idiot,” Ajaw says distantly. “I’m on guard. It’ll be fine.”

Kinich sleeps.

***

It’s mid-afternoon when someone shakes Kinich awake.

“Oh thank fuck,” Mualani breathes, sounding relieved. “Why did you run away? I’ve been looking for you all day!”

Kinich freezes in place. “Ajaw,” he says carefully.

“What?” Ajaw asks, sounding vaguely annoyed. “You slept long enough, idiot. It’s fine.”

He breathes a sigh of relief. Ajaw doesn’t sound worried; he must have verified that Mualani is real. The tension releases from his shoulders, and he says, “I want to get back to the Scions of the Canopy. It’s probably better to recover in a familiar place, and besides, I don’t want to impose for too long.”

“I  know,”  says Ajaw, sounding bored. “Come on, let’s go. Pick up your lazy ass and move it already.”

Mualani laughs. Then, with a sigh, she says, “I get it. I know you want to go home. Will you at least let me come with you? I’m worried.”

Kinich has been able to walk on his own lately, especially with Ajaw letting him know any relevant information about the terrain, but he misses the ease of having a navigator. He smiles a little and shifts his weight to stand. “Of course.”

“Let me help you up,” Mualani says, offering her hand.

Although he can’t see the distinctions between her fingers, her hand is close enough that he knows it’s there, offered, waiting for him. Just like when they spar, he thinks, and reaches up.

Her fingers are warm.

“Ajaw,” Kinich repeats hastily, more than a little desperate.

“What?” Ajaw snaps from somewhere in the distance. “There’s nothing there. Get up already.”

Nothing there…?

Kinich stares at the space in front of him, trying to see beyond the illusion. It’s useless, of course, because he can barely see  anything,  let alone see clearly.

“Kinich?” the thing holding his hand asks. “Is something wrong?” She pulls him upwards, and he stumbles to his feet. He tries to let go, but her fingers are iron around his, keeping him in place.

“No,” Kinich rasps, tugging at—nothing, he supposes. Tugging at nothing, unable to get himself free. “No, it’s not you, you’re not real, let go, LET GO—”

“Puny servant?” asks Ajaw, sounding closer and more alarmed.

“AJAW! FUCKING KILL IT ALREADY, PLEASE—”

“You’d kill me?” asks Mualani, sounding disappointed. “But I’m your friend, you know. Your  only  friend, isn’t that right? Because all the children in your tribe hate you, and no one else talks to you besides that little dragon, and even then only because he’s  contractually obligated.  Isn’t that sad?”

Kinich stays quiet because it’s all true. He’s thought those exact words to himself dozens of times. He doesn’t have friends. He didn’t think he needed them, really​​—Mualani was more than enough for him, and then he had Ajaw too, an erstwhile companion by his side. He never considered that his few friends could be used against him.

“Why would you kill me?” she croons. “I’m on your side, you know. I’m the  only  person on your side.”

“You’re not,” Kinich says weakly, though he hardly believes it himself. “You’re not, I have—I have…” He trains off. He really  doesn’t  have anyone.

Mualani giggles, the sound cruel and metallic against his ears. “You have what?”

“I,” says Kinich quietly. His head is spinning. “I have…”

“Yes?”

“I… have you,” says Kinich finally, through a fog of dizziness. It’s just Mualani, isn’t it? He trusts her; he always has.

Mualani hums, pleased, and says, “I knew we’d get there in the end! Won’t you give me your other hand?”

Trembling, he raises his arm, lifting it to meet her. He shouldn’t—he doesn’t want to—he doesn’t know what else to do—he’s going to—

A quiet, wet gasp. The hold on his hand slips into nothing. Mualani melts away before him.

“What the fuck were you doing?” Ajaw yells. He’s larger again, his form orange and furious and deadly, his claws out. He must have stabbed through the illusion, killed it where it stood.

Kinich shivers. He brings his hands to his face, trying to see them clearly. He spreads his fingers wide. He can’t tell where his pinky ends and the grass begins. He laughs to himself, delirious.

“Oh,” says Ajaw softly. Then, much quieter, he continues, “Kinich, was that—”

“Yes,” Kinich chokes out. “Yes, it was. Why didn’t you stop it? You said you’d stop it.”

Ajaw settles on his shoulder, a familiar gentle feeling. “There was nothing there,” he says, helpless. Kinich has never heard him sound so defeated, so humble. “I didn’t know how to help you. I’m sor—” He cuts himself off with a little click. “Well, whatever. You have to  tell me  when these things are happening.”

“It’s Mualani,” Kinich tells him. “It’s always her. She makes it… hard to recognize.”

Ajaw is quiet for another moment, then scoffs. “This is why you gotta have more than one friend. Loser.”

 I have two friends, if you’re one of them,  Kinich thinks. “Yeah, okay,” he says instead. “I’ll look into it. How much do you think it’d cost to commission someone to be my friend?”

“Twelve million per month,” Ajaw says confidently. “Plus room and board and clothing covered.”

Kinich dusts off his hands on his pants and steadies himself. He has to keep going. They’re almost there. Things will get better once he gets home, he’s sure of it. Just a little further.

“And you’ll need to give them time off three times a week,” Ajaw continues. “And provide funds for travel expenses. And cover medical expenses for them and their entire family.”

“Uh huh,” says Kinich, barely listening. Ajaw lists out all this, and yet he stays with Kinich for free. “What else?”

They walk.

***

It keeps fucking happening.

Halfway up the mountain: “Kinich! Where have you been? I wanted you to stay at the People of the Springs until you were done recoveri—”

“Ajaw,” Kinich says sharply.

Ajaw glances at him, says, “Nothing there,” and then calmly strangles the illusion with his tail.

In the Scions of the Canopy: “Kinich! I knew you’d come back here. You’re still not better yet, right? Let me take care of you. I can make you some soup and cornbread!”

“Ajaw,” Kinich says hesitantly, through a pang in his chest. Mualani hates cornbread, but he likes it and he can’t make it on the road; she always makes it for him when he visits. “Anything?”

“Nope,” says Ajaw, and hurls a dendro ball through the illusion’s head.

When he goes out on his first commission, two weeks later: “Kinich! Are you sure you’re well enough for hunting? I’ll come with you, just to be safe. I can travel really fast, you know, same as you!”

“Ajaw,” Kinich says hopefully. This one sounds almost real. Mualani loves to talk about how fast she can surf, and how she can even surf on land.

“Nada,” says Ajaw, and he whips out his larger form and tears the illusion apart with his teeth.

Eventually Kinich realizes that Mualani isn’t coming back for him. He left without a word; of course Mualani wouldn’t chase after him, if he didn’t give any indication of wanting to be chased. None of them are real. None of them are ever going to be real.

Kinich starts killing the illusions himself. He’s brutal: dendro bullets to the heart, blunt claymore hits to the legs, knife strikes to the stomach.

Ajaw makes an odd noise whenever he does it, but never asks. He probably thinks Kinich is going crazy. He can’t even blame him. Sometimes Kinich thinks that too.

***

Kinich has been slowly but steadily regaining his vision for the last month when someone knocks on his door.

“It’s open,” he calls from his workshop desk, where he’s sharpening his claymore.

The door creaks. It’s Mualani, because it’s always Mualani. No one else comes to see him, not unless they want something.

“Hi!” Mualani says brightly. Her smile is so bright that Kinich can see the light glinting off her teeth. “I—I didn’t know if you wanted to see me, since you ran out last time, but—well, here I am! How are you doing? I heard you started taking commissions again. That’s great! How has Ajaw been treating you? Can you swing from dendro vines now? I have so much to tell you! You wanna go to Teticpac Peak? I can surf in the river up there while you jump around. How’s that sound?”

“It sounds terrible,” Kinich says emotionlessly, not even looking up from the table.

Mualani stops in place, caught off guard. “Um, Kinich?”

“I’m fucking tired of this.” Kinich slams his whetstone down onto the table and glares at the shadow of Mualani’s nose. “I get it already. I’m insane. Leave me the fuck  alone.” 

“What?” says Mualani shakily, stepping closer. “Kinich, this isn’t like you. You’re not—you’re not insane. I  know  you. What’s going on?”

“FINE,” Kinich snaps, “have it your way,” and he throws his claymore, newly-sharpened-point-first, into Mualani’s abdomen.

The illusions are always quiet when they die. It’s a quick little choked-off noise, and then they die, and they fade into nothing mere moments afterwards. Then Kinich is left alone to his otherwise blissful existence.

But this time, Mualani screams, and stumbles, and doesn’t evaporate.

In perhaps the cruelest twist of fate yet, this is the moment that Kinich’s eyes finally draw into focus. The first thing he sees clearly in months, and it’s Mualani—the  real  Mualani—stabbed through the stomach with his own sword.

Kinich barely even processes the rest of his surroundings. It feels as though Mualani is the only thing clear, and everything else is still blurred and colorless. “No, no, I’m so sorry,” he pleads, kneeling down on the floor next to her. “I didn’t mean to—I really didn’t, I thought you were something else, I—”

Mualani doesn’t respond. She must have passed out from shock or pain. Her breath is slow and oddly calm. Her eyes are closed almost peacefully.

“No, no, no, I didn’t mean it,” Kinich gasps, trying to soak up her blood with the sleeves of his jumpsuit. He reaches for the only thing he can think of: his dendro vision. It saved  his  life once, didn’t it? He stares at it, then holds it against her chest. “Come on,” he demands. “Do it again, do it again, do it again, you have to do it again,  please.” 

His vision stays dormant.

“Please,” he says weakly.

Finally, the vines spring to his command. They tug the sword out of her stomach, and a fresh wave of blood spills from her wound. The vines attempt to stitch her back together, but their hold keeps breaking. The bleeding isn’t stopping.

With a sinking feeling, Kinich realizes that it won’t be enough.  He  won’t be enough. The real Mualani wanted to see him, and he killed her instead.

“I didn’t want to,” he whispers to no one in particular. “Don’t leave. Please don’t leave. I’ll—I’ll be so lonely if you’re gone. I can’t do everything by myself. Please…”

It’s useless. He can’t fix this. He can’t use his dendro to stop the bleeding, and he can’t use her hydro, either. The only thing that would be useful is fire. What he wouldn’t give for the turnfire of his name right now.

“I don’t care what it costs,” he says quietly. As he says it, he realizes it’s true. He’s always criticized heroes for having something they’d give it all up for. He’s always said he’d be different from his previous ancient name bearers. Nothing without its reward. Nothing without reason. What a fool he was, thinking he could be a hero without a cause. “I don’t care what it costs,” he repeats, dizzy with it. “I DON’T CARE WHAT IT COSTS—”

His shaking hands burst into green light.

Turnfire flares between his hands. The bleeding stops.

Kinich collapses onto the floor. He breaks down sobbing. Even through his tears, he can finally see everything in detail. He’s back, for real this time. He’s home.

***

When Mualani comes to again, the wound is completely healed. Somehow, the turnfire hasn’t even left a scar. She stares at her own stomach for a while, looking for it.

“It healed,” Kinich tells her. Then, a correction: “I healed it.”

Mualani blinks at him. “You’re different,” she says, smiling a little. “You’re glowing.”

Kinich glances down at himself. The residual green glow still courses through his hands.

“In your face, too,” Mualani says, and she reaches out to touch. Kinich allows her to trace a fingertip across his eyelid, which is apparently glowing. Her fingers are cold, and he flinches from the temperature shock. “Sorry,” she says, giggling. “It’s my bad circulation, you know how it is. I’m always cold.”

Kinich can’t help it. He breaks out into a grin. “Yeah. You are.”

Mualani is quiet for a long moment. “You’re okay now?” she asks, looking at him meaningfully. “I know something was wrong. I don’t want you to hide it and pretend to be okay for my sake.”

Kinich sits down on the floor next to her. “I’m okay. I promise.”

Mualani tilts her head and looks at him with a wry smile. “How are you really?”

“Better now that you’re here.”

Mualani laughs and shoves at his shoulder. “Stop that! Where did you learn to sweet talk, huh? Who’s been teaching you?!”

Kinich doesn’t tell her that it’s the rawest truth he’s admitted in years. He just lets her laugh, and then says, “Don’t leave, okay? Just for a little while.”

“Okay,” Mualani says, and then she draws him into a hug, crushing him against her chest. For once, Kinich hugs her back just as tightly.

***

“What the fuck is this, puny mortal?!” Ajaw splutters, spitting out his cup of juice.

“Juice,” says Kinich.

“It tastes like shit! What did you put in it, huh?!”

“Fruit.”

Mualani shoots Ajaw a quizzical glance. “Mine tastes great. I don’t know what you’re talking about, Ajaw.”

Ajaw frowns, then flies over to sniff at Mualani’s cup. He takes a long breath through his tiny nostrils before finally coming to his verdict.

“KINICH!”

Kinich just smiles. “Yeah?”

“You gave  her  the good juice!!”

Mualani raises her eyebrows. “The good juice? Don’t we have the same drink?”

“It’s the same drink,” Kinich confirms. “I just put sand grease pupa in Ajaw’s cup.”

Ajaw howls and spits out all of his juice in the bushes. Kinich watches him, amused. He’s always saying he doesn’t need to eat, and yet he drinks all of Kinich’s juice. About time he finally got some retribution.

Mualani cackles. “You’re funny,” she says, bumping her shoulder into Kinich’s. “I dunno why more people don’t like you. You’re great. If only people would  talk  to you, they’d all like you.”

A funny lightness rises in Kinich’s chest, right where the illusion of Mualani stabbed him the first time. He leans closer to the fire and says, “I guess you’ll have to find some more friends for me, then.”

Mualani’s eyes light up. “Oh!! Right, that reminds me—I just met this kid from the Children of Echoes. Her name’s Kachina. She’s still really young, but she has an ancient name already. Do you wanna help me teach her some survival skills? She could be your first new friend.”

Everyone Kinich could call a friend is here with him, sitting at this fire. He has two friends; maybe it’s high time he gets a third.

“Alright,” he says, and smiles a little. “I’ll try it.”

“Don’t think you’re going anywhere without me!” Ajaw interrupts, peeking his face out from the bush. “I  hate  the Children of Echoes, you know—too many Tepetlisauri. They can see into my soul with their big brown eyes. You’ll have to hide me whenever you see one.”

“Here,” says Mualani. “Let me pour you some more juice, Ajaw.”

Ajaw grins. He takes a long sip of the juice Mualani pours him. He spits it all out again. “IT’S STILL NASTY!”

Mualani’s eyes go comically wide, though it’s undermined by the shit-eating grin on her face. “Oh, did I forget to wash the cup? Sorry, sorry! My mistake!”

Ajaw returns to the bushes, and Mualani laughs. Kinich watches the reflection of the fire dancing in her eyes. There are worse things, he thinks, than spending time with his two friends. And soon, perhaps, he’ll have more.

Maybe the illusions won’t be gone forever, but Kinich can finally see again, and that’s worth everything.

  
Notes for the Chapter:we never got backstory on how kinich activated his ancient name to join the 6 heroes, so here’s my take on him!

please drop a comment / kudos if you enjoyed! i am so ready for ororon i gotta get him. he’s a tall boy so i am contractually obligated to wish for him. i have all 12 tall boys and he will NOT be the one who gets away





