FIKOFIRO
QUINN CASSIDY

Rawiri bucked under the wriggling weight of his younger cousins, their small limbs
tangled around him like vines. A bony elbow dug into his ribs, and a sticky set of fingers
tugged at the collar of his t-shirt. He shouted out, regretting it the moment the sound left
his lips. His throat caught on the noise, voice cracking. Instantly, the kids burst into
giggles, their squeaky voices mimicking the broken note, never quite able to recreate the
splintered pitch. He tried to laugh it off, but he knew the burn of heat rushing to his face
was obvious. He was too old for grass-stained knees and sticky fingers, but too young to
be anywhere else.

“You kids stop being hoha,” rang out the authoritative voice of his Koro. “Who’s going to
help me get this bloody fire started?” Most of the group detached from Rawiri, dispersing
in every direction. Their feet stamped across the dry grass, their shadows disrupting the
warm red light of the setting sky. His youngest cousin remained, their little body draped
over his shoulder, tan arms wrapped around his neck. Rawiri ducked his head back,
looking at the child, who peered back at him with the sun glittering in their eyes.

Their stare always made Rawiri flinch. They looked at him as if they saw something he
had never agreed to show. He shifted awkwardly, brushing a blade of grass from the kid’s
hair instead of meeting their gaze. “Go on then,” he said, voice soft. “Back to the
others.” The kid tumbled down Rawiri’s body, landing with a muted thud.

They paused for a moment, turning back to grin up at Rawiri as if he’d just handed over
some kind of treasure. Then they took off, bare feet pounding toward the others until
they vanished into the blur of movement surrounding the unlit fire.

Rawiri gave his Koro a sheepish, half-hearted smile, already angling his body back toward
his tent. The fabric flapped faintly in the breeze, as if beckoning him with promises of
soft safety behind its thin walls. “Grab us some pikopiko, eh?” his Koro said casually.
The command in his voice was rarely used when he wasn’t wrangling the cousins. Rawiri
hesitated. Behind his teeth, a dozen excuses flickered to life. He looked back, ready to
offer at least one of them, but his Koro had already turned away, preoccupied with
stoking the coals of the fire pit that had yet to be lit. “It’ll get you away from the little
ones for a bit,” he added, glancing back with a wink. A snort of laughter slipped from
Rawiri before he could stop it. “Okay, fine,” he mumbled, crouching to pull on his
boots before turning toward the tree line. “Don’t take too long. It’ll be dark [
soon,” his Koro called after him. \.{)




Rawiri made his way down the dirt path, carefully winding his steps between the roots
and branches that disrupted the trail. His fingers brushed along the leaves of a fern, a
pikopiko in the center just beginning to unfurl. The touch was familiar, stirring up a gold-
drenched memory, faded and cracked at the edges with age. Two pairs of small hands. Dirt
on scratched knuckles. Graceless, childlike fingers delicately pushing the fern leaves aside.

A voice that wasn’t his own promising something called pikopiko. Pale arms resting
against his suntanned skin. Green curls tickling his palms. Hands cupped in front of him,
running through the forest, the sound of his new friend’s steps close behind. The familiar
smell of fish cooking over charred logs filled the air. Finally, breaking from the tree line,
he had looked back, only to find his friend gone. A ruru’s cry cut through the still air.
Rawiri blinked, and the warmth of the disjointed memory slipped from his mind as his
fingers fell from the fern leaves. The red light of the sun had faded, leaving only the low
hush of dusk.“You’re out a little early, friend,” he said playfully. “But thank you for
pulling me out of my daydreams. | should get back.” He turned and froze. A mist had
crept in, thick and silver. It pooled around his ankles and along the forest floor, veiling
the undergrowth in a soft shimmer. The silhouettes of the trees were fading into a haze
that felt too still. The lingering warmth of the afternoon vanished, and the sweat that
had stuck his shirt to his back now made him shiver. The ruru called out again, swooping
soundlessly away before looking back to Rawiri with its glowing, golden eyes. Behind the
ruru, the mist was beginning to crawl up the trees, devouring the familiar rich greens of
the forest. Stepping toward the bird, the forest began to sing.

Voices rose in layers, beautiful and haunting, their harmonies too ethereal to be human.
His skin prickled as more notes joined the symphony, each one pushing him to move
faster until he was careening down the path. His steps pounded over the uneven track,
breath ragged, heart hammering like a drum keeping rhythm to the song.

The ruru stayed close, sometimes soaring ahead, sometimes pausing on branches to call
him forward. He followed its bright eyes like a lifeline, chasing their warmth through the
thickening mist. The roots that cut across the path were now hidden, drawn under the
fog. He stumbled often, arms flailing for balance.

He was beginning to feel the nearness of camp in his bones when a thick root coiled
around his ankle mid-stride. Rawiri fell hard. An involuntary grunt escaped him as he
slammed into the packed earth. His cheek scraped the ground, leaving a raw, burning
sensation. The singing grew louder, closer. Through the layered voices, he heard footstep
approaching, swift and sure. Rawiri scrambled back. Pain flared in his ankle, but he
didn’t stop until his spine hit the rough bark of a tree. He let out a choked shout and
squeezed his eyes shut.













